UC Irvine
FlashPoints

Title
Form and Instability: Eastern Europe, Literature, Postimperial Difference

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0zg929766

ISBN
978-0-8101-3202-3

Author
Starosta, Anita

Publication Date
2016-01-15

Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqgital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0zg29766
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

FORM AND INSTABILITY | antra starosta

EASTERN EUROPE, LITERATURE, POSTIMPERIAL DIFFERENCE

N
Wieta ;
- """u_ 2 \\
L1 1 ,:‘-A.-":;;?.' s .-Cf:n'
Rt il - Ui
2R AT B AL
e e‘“‘r‘—%" .-
AT I
o - Forve, o il f &
. {f; W
< \\'\&_‘r; - 3 % [}
ey (7Y
. ‘_f'ﬁgl.,- f
“;a o AS '__
V) - Sy _*\"“ e {!
..,t. & - 3

Lk,
N PP
.___::‘-'.\‘._..-



Form and Instability



(o
:: FLASHPOINTS

The FlashPoints series is devoted to books that consider literature beyond strictly
national and disciplinary frameworks, and that are distinguished both by their
historical grounding and by their theoretical and conceptual strength. Our books
engage theory without losing touch with history and work historically without
falling into uncritical positivism. FlashPoints aims for a broad audience within the
humanities and the social sciences concerned with moments of cultural emergence
and transformation. In a Benjaminian mode, FlashPoints is interested in how
literature contributes to forming new constellations of culture and history and in
how such formations function critically and politically in the present. Series titles
are available online at http://escholarship.org/uc/flashpoints.

SERIES EDITORS:

Ali Behdad (Comparative Literature and English, UCLA), Founding Editor;
Judith Butler (Rhetoric and Comparative Literature, UC Berkeley), Founding
Editor; Michelle Clayton (Hispanic Studies and Comparative Literature, Brown
University); Edward Dimendberg (Film and Media Studies, Visual Studies, and
European Languages and Studies, UC Irvine), Coordinator; Catherine Gallagher
(English, UC Berkeley), Founding Editor; Nouri Gana (Comparative Literature
and Near Eastern Languages and Cultures, UCLA); Susan Gillman (Literature,
UC Santa Cruz); Jody Greene (Literature, UC Santa Cruz); Richard Terdiman
(Literature, UC Santa Cruz)

A complete list of titles is on page 222.



Form and Instability

Eastern Europe, Literature, Postimperial Difference

Anita Starosta

I.l NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY PRESS | EVANSTON, ILLINOIS



n language

ML

THIS BOOK IS MADE POSSIBLE BY A COLLABORATIVE GRANT
FROM THE ANDREW W. MELLON FOUNDATION.

Northwestern University Press
www.nupress.northwestern.edu

Copyright © 2016 by Northwestern University Press. Published 2016.
All rights reserved.

Digital Printing

ISBN 978-0-8101-3202-3 paper
ISBN 978-0-8101-3259-7 cloth

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data are available from the Library of
Congress.

22 The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of the American
National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library
Materials, ANSI 239.4811992.



Ojcu, zamiast pozegnania






Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction
PART ONE
Frames of Intelligibility
1. The Passing of Eastern Europe: Area Studies and Rhetoric
2. Strategies of Accession: Europe and Deixis
PART TWO
Conditions of Legibility
3. The Right Accent: Europe, Irony, and Conrad’s Long Silences
4. Countries of Degraded Form: Reading Gombrowicz
5. Europe after Eurocentrism: Translating Tischner’s

Goral Philosophy

Conclusion

Notes
Bibliography
Index

X

23
47

75

I0I

163

167

199
217






Acknowledgments

How do you start at the beginning, if things happen before they happen?

CLARICE LISPECTOR, The Hour of the Star

To acknowledge others’ help and inspiration is also to locate origins.
Here, I am obliged to name only the most direct, the ones I can be
sure of. And so this book owes much to Wlad Godzich, who seems
to have always already been there. In her seminar “Transfigurations,”
Teresa de Lauretis first taught me to connect translation and figuration
and more than once pointed me in the right direction. James Clifford’s
teaching has had a gradual and long-acting influence as I have come
to recognize in his work what I may have learned from him, without
realizing it, in the first place: the value of instability, open-endedness.
Gina Dent and Neferti Tadiar showed me how to seek out difficulty in
the silence that happens when incongruous discourses and objects are
made to confront one another—to take stammering as a sign of mean-
ingfulness yet to be found. All of this built on the work of my previ-
ous teachers: Maria Antonia Garcés and David Grossvogel, along with
the late Don Fredericksen and Dick Neisser, at Cornell; and Andrzej
Dabrowski and Ewa Radziwinowicz still earlier.

I’ve been privileged to be part of two intellectual communities that
have sustained much of my work since graduate school. One of these
is the editorial collective of the journal boundary 2, where Paul Bové’s
generosity and friendship, and frequent conversations with scholars
including Aamir Mufti, R. A. Judy, Hortense Spillers, Nancy Condee,
Manisha Basu, Nergis Ertiirk, Ruth Hung, and Rich Purcell have made
it a home. The other community consists of Neda Atanasoski, Kalindi



x | Acknowledgments

Vora, and Julie Hua, who generously included me in their long-term
research project “Imperial Legacies, Post-socialist Contexts,” at Uni-
versity of California San Diego and UC Irvine between 2011 and 2012.
I am also indebted to friends who read and commented on parts of
the manuscript: Nick Mitchell, Mike Litwack, Chris Holmes, Shan-
non Brownlee, and Zhivka Valiavicharska. They are part of the more
amorphous collection of friends that has also included Descha Daem-
gen, Ayca Cubukcu, Tim Koths, Christina Stevenson, Kristina Valen-
dinova, Sora Han, David Marriott, Mari Spira, Adam Bush, David
Bering-Porter, Penelope Bloodworth, Sarah Osment, Beth Capper, Jeff
Covington, Cristina Serverius, Ania Spyra, Sarah Daunis, Faith Wild-
ing, and Justine Chang.

In most tangible terms, the University of California Chancellor’s Dis-
sertation Fellowship funded a crucial early stage of this project; a post-
doctoral fellowship at the Pembroke Center at Brown University provided
me with my first sustained audience; and a recent Professional Develop-
ment Grant from the Rhode Island School of Design enabled onsite archi-
val research, in which Thaddeus Gromada and Wojciech Bonowicz were
immensely helpful. My editors at the FlashPoints series, Ed Dimendberg
and Dick Terdiman, and my editor at Northwestern University Press,
Gianna Mosser, have been exceedingly patient, providing me the neces-
sary peace of mind. The three anonymous reviewers recruited for my man-
uscript proved to be ideal readers, and I am grateful for their comments.

I hope one day to be able to translate this book for my mother, Irena,
who would love being a scholar and who asks the toughest questions.
And, in their sheer multiplicity, all my other parent figures (my late
father Henryk, my siblings Mira and Marian, Vitalis, and Ala) may
be the origin of my fascination with interdisciplinarity—I thank them,
tongue-in-cheek and sincerely. My oldest friends Kasia Srokosz, Stawek
Piotrowski, Leah Paulos, and Gabrielle Giattino will always be part of
me and are thus also part of this book.

For Matt Tierney, always my first reader, I am still looking for the
words.



Form and Instability






Introduction

In the wake of historical change, where might vestigial frames of think-
ing and obsolescent categories be seen to persist? More urgently still,
by what means might they be finally dislodged and ushered out of exis-
tence? The dissolution of the Soviet Union, the fall of the Berlin Wall,
and the subsequent accession of many former Soviet bloc countries
to the European Union have produced observable material changes:
economic, social, political, cultural, and demographic. This empirical
register of ongoing historical change has received ample attention not
only from social scientists but also from historians and cultural theo-
rists. On the epistemic and discursive registers, however, the category
of “Eastern Europe”—as a region set apart from, and derivative of,
Europe—has an altogether distinct temporality. It lingers on in dis-
persed, often invisible ways. It is out of step with history.

Form and Instability busies itself with the work of accounting for
this discrepancy between ostensible historical change and the persis-
tence of anachronistic ways of thinking, a discrepancy that remains
unaddressed and eludes attention; and it goes on to propose that lit-
erature—not simply as an archive of representations or a source of cul-
tural capital but as a critical perspective in its own right—offers a way
to apprehend and to redress this problem. Historical situations such as
the post-1989 transitions to capitalism and liberal democracy, as well
as the “Eastern” enlargement of the EU, do not only entail empirical
change; they also call for and provoke intense renegotiations of cultural
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values and analytical concepts. Through figurality, reading, and trans-
lation—terms central to this book—Iliterature will be seen to expedite
and redirect such rearrangements. It will be shown to destabilize dis-
cursively fixed categories without imposing, in turn, its own fixity.

Located at the intersection of comparative literature, area studies,
and literary theory, this book has a twofold commitment: to Eastern
Europe on the one hand and to literature on the other. It aims to inter-
vene in the way we conceive of Eastern Europe by seeking to develop
a more equitable way of thinking, one that avoids subordinating it
to Eurocentric narratives of progress. At the same time, it marshals
literature as both object and method of this rethinking and extends
existing conceptions of the usefulness and the proper organization of
literary studies. The three terms in the subtitle of this book mark a
passage—via literature—from “Eastern Europe” as an inadequate and
obsolescent category to “postimperial difference” as a more accurate,
if provisional, account of the formal and existential condition of the
region. By way of original readings of texts that span the twentieth
century, and by way of attention to literature as a critical perspective,
received cultural boundaries and modes of knowledge will emerge
unsettled and displaced.

EASTERN EUROPE: AN OBSOLESCENT CATEGORY

As a toponym for a specific location, “Eastern Europe” is manifestly
unstable. It bears the traces of competing, intersecting imperial histo-
ries—of older European empires (Russian, Prussian, Habsburg, and
Ottoman), of Cold War—era Soviet domination, and, less tangibly, of
Western European colonialism—all of which have left their marks.
Writing about “Eastern Europe” often entails deciphering a palimpsest
of shifting borders and regional fault lines that mark its symbolic geog-
raphy in order to settle its instability. Writing about it thus involves,
among other things, engaging with the relative accuracy of one label
over another and tracking the exact location of one or another bound-
ary.! The cultural and developmentalist attributes associated with
particular demarcations within the region follow these imperial lines:
“Central Europe,” for example, evokes the relative political free-
doms and ethnic pluralism of the Habsburg Empire even as it is also
associated with the Prussian and German idea of Mitteleuropa and,
later in the twentieth century, with dissident intellectuals’ appeals
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for recognition as properly European. “Southeastern Europe,” on the
opposite end of the spectrum, occupies the lowest point on the conti-
nental axis of civilization organized from Northwest to Southeast—a
point at which the ascription of backwardness and tribalism appears
most pronounced. Such negotiations of terms and boundaries among
scholars and writers, moreover, also reflect the everyday negotiations
of Eastern Europe’s lived reality. Through a process that Milica Baki¢-
Hayden has termed “nesting Orientalisms,”
developmental difference have combined with internal rivalries to fur-
ther entrench cultural hierarchies within the region.?

The precise sense in which “Eastern Europe” figures in this book
must be distinguished from such demarcations, even as it also coin-
cides—geographically and politically—with the former Soviet bloc.
Here, Eastern Europe is not a territory but a historical condition with
specific formal features and a distinct relation to language. Rather than
a clearly delineated location, “Eastern Europe” is a discursive construc-
tion and a mobile signifier of difference from Europe proper—a matter
of symbolic geography, not of identifiable borders. Moreover, my use
of Eastern—situated in the context of European unification, and con-
cerned with the integration of “Eastern” Europe into Europe proper—
necessarily evokes the connotations of “Eastern enlargement” and
“Eastern bloc,” both of which mark the territory between the former
Berlin Wall and Russia.? In popular discourse, “Eastern” Europe bears
cultural traits associated with backwardness; and, while the invocation
of such traits may be more muted in scholarly discourse, the presump-
tion of difference and discreteness is there nonetheless, inscribed in the
very organization of knowledge.

“Eastern” Europe is thus a marked category vis-a-vis the unmarked
“Europe,” whose presence and inclusion—rather than absence and
exclusion—demand explanation. According to a logic that appears
too self-evident to require explicit articulation, “Eastern” Europe is
positioned as the other of (Western) Europe. If “Europe” has been
defined by the mutual implication of developments such as the modern
nation-state, industrial capitalism, secularism, political and economic
liberalism, the Enlightenment, and overseas colonial expansion—along
with the self-ascribed values of civility and openness to others—then
“Eastern Europe” has been said to take part in these developments
in a belated and derivative way, always adopting the European model
to some degree of fidelity or failure. Economically, then, “Eastern
Europe was in some sense . . . backward long before it was absorbed

external constructions of
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into the broader Western world market. This backwardness had roots
in the very distant past.”* Politically, the influence of Western ideals,
supposed to have penetrated Eastern Europe by the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, is said to have had only a superficial effect:
“Underneath the structures that aped Western state institutions there
existed a variety of arrangements that deeply affected the lives of their
subjects. Here, too, the past remained to constrain the paths toward
the future.” This construction, with lag and lack as the defining modes
of relation to Europe as the model, is discernible within discourses
ranging from the scholarly to the popular and is consistently applied to
all spheres, from economics to the intangibles of mentality.

In an example of this all-encompassing discursive construction, one
historian—moved to demonstrate Eastern Europe’s enduring essence
“from prehistory to postcommunism”—asserts that “its popula-
tion’s attachment to democracy has been both uncertain and of brief
duration; its institutions were weaker than the West’s, its legal for-
mations less developed.” Nearly seamlessly, such characteristics are
supplemented with less tangible yet equally enduring traits: “Certain
distinctive inclinations and habits of mind also arose: tendencies to
bureaucracy and collectivism; stronger urges to national self-realiza-
tion than to personal autonomy; a disposition to ideology. And love of
poetry, idealism and cynicism are all more evident in Eastern Europe
than in the West.”® This comprehensive inventory is remarkable not
only for the particular attributes ascribed to the region but for its com-
parative tenor, with “the West” standing for a model against which
every facet of life is measured.

With a similar presumption of backwardness and derivativeness,
a New York Times article—published in May 2004, just as ten new
member states, most from the former Soviet bloc, were about to join
the European Union—described the impending enlargement as a shift
“from a plush club of 15 like-minded nations into a street bazaar of
countries differing in wealth, stature and outlook.” Notions of politi-
cal and economic difference intertwined with notions of cultural other-
ness: the new members, the article announced, “tend to have different
economies and demographics than the current European Union mem-
bers.” If the economic difference was clear, however, what precisely
was different about the demographics was merely suggested by phrases
like “street bazaar,” “eager to receive handouts,” and “ingrained
corruption.”” Here as in other popular sources dealing with Eastern
Europe, economic, demographic, and cultural characteristics come to
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belong to the same lexicon, in which roots and distinctions are erased,
of no consequence.

Scholars such as Larry Wolff and Maria Todorova have labored,
precisely, to uncover the roots—and to reveal the pervasiveness and
the continuing effects—of this discursive construction. Even as they
distance themselves from postcolonial studies, they rely on colonial
discourse analysis and critiques of Eurocentrism to bring to light the
historical influences and cultural hierarchies underlying the categories
of “Eastern Europe” and the Balkans, respectively. Wolff in particu-
lar traces the development of the “Eastern Europe” category to the
Enlightenment and considers it to be a by-product of emerging Ori-
entalism, with the region functioning as a buffer zone between the
civilized and the barbaric. The particular attributes—physiognomic
as well as cultural—ascribed to Poles and Russians by Western Euro-
pean travelers, philosophers, and cartographers of the eighteenth cen-
tury turned them into “demi-savage figures.” “The study of Eastern
Europe,” according to Wolff, “like Orientalism, was a style of intellec-
tual mastery, integrating knowledge and power, perpetrating domina-
tion and subordination.”® Other scholars trace the partition of Europe
only to the post—-World War II balance of power between the Allies
and the Soviet Union. For the historian Norman Davies, Allied priori-
ties and assumptions not only facilitated the construction of a bipar-
tite Europe after the war but were “projected back into more remote
periods,” retroactively inflecting historical narratives with notions of
Western and Eastern Europe as distinct spheres. This a priori frame,
Davies writes, has guided “the studied neglect of all facts which do not
add credence” to it.’

Taking such historically grounded critiques as a point of departure,
Form and Instability moves beyond discourse analysis and beyond his-
torical roots—not to ask where such ideas come from or how they have
shaped popular perceptions, policy decisions, or scholarly fields, but to
ask, instead, how they may be finally laid to rest and dislodged. Rather
than focusing on the conditions of their emergence, I inquire into the
conditions of their persistence and the conditions of their passing.

One aspect of this persistence is that the category of “Eastern
Europe” at once encompasses and overshadows the more affirming self-
conceptions developed by intellectuals from within the region, such as
the notion of “Central Europe.” In its recent incarnation dating to the
1980s, when prominent Czech, Hungarian, and Polish writers asserted
a coherent regional identity in order to appeal for overdue recognition
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by the West, “Central Europe” was—as Milan Kundera put it in “The
Tragedy of Central Europe”—nothing other than “a West kidnapped,
displaced, and brainwashed,” a neglected part of Europe that was,
nonetheless, the seat of “moral authority in a world stripped of val-
ues.” Central Europeanness is here a cultural identity based on the
historical experience of small, threatened nations defined in opposition
to Russia and aligned with the West in political, cultural, religious,
and civilizational terms.!" In bypassing the question of Central Europe
in this book, I am not denying its historical validity or claiming to
resolve the debate by declaring countries such as Poland to belong to
Eastern instead of Central Europe after all. More important than the
question of where or whether it might exist as a historical reality is the
fact that Central Europeanness has functioned, in Todorova’s words,
“as a device entitling its participants to a share of privileges” and has
therefore, paradoxically, served to maintain, by displacing it elsewhere,
the category of “Eastern Europe.”*?

More importantly still, the category of “Eastern Europe” has oper-
ated without regard to Eastern or Central Europeans’ preferred self-
designations. In contrast to the desirable identity conferred by Central
Europe, Eastern Europe is a place no one wants to be from—it is a
there rather than a here. Dubravka Ugresi¢, the Croatian writer and
scholar who left Zagreb in 1993 and is now based in Amsterdam,
captures this sentiment in “Europa, Europa,” an essay about a train
journey, dubbed Literaturexpress Europa 2000, in which a hundred
writers from over forty countries visited eighteen European cities. In
her essay, the mobile quality of “Eastern Europe” combines with a
cultural stigma that the Eastern European writers riding the train are
especially eager to leave behind: “As we left the Belarussian border at
Brest,” Ugresi¢ reports, many travelers “felt like they were crossing the
border between East and West. The Poles were relieved to hear this.
The Belarussians were saddened.”’® But the question of where the East
ends and where the West begins cannot be easily settled by reference to
national borders. If for one passenger, a Western European writer, Slo-
vakia belongs clearly in the East, then one of her fellow travelers, a Slo-
vak writer, speaking for himself, matter-of-factly explains that “he was
glad he had never been in Eastern Europe before (he meant Russia and
Belarus), and now that he had been forced, essentially, to travel there,
he was surer than ever that there was no reason to go there again.”'*
According to his logic, people are entirely different in the East. Differ-
ences of degree that belong to Eastern Europe when it is asserted to be
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an area in between West and East proper, a borderland or a crossroads
of civilizations—and thus not wholly “other” to Europe—easily turn
into differences of kind, through a mechanism that the much-preferred,
if selective, designation of “Central Europe” is powerless to disable.

Because Ugresi¢ herself observes these dynamics with some distance
and bemusement—and because she does not partake in her fellow writ-
ers’ anxious need to establish that they are Western beyond a doubt and
that, therefore, “they are on the right side of life”—she offers the rare
perspective of an Eastern European who is at home in Eastern Europe.'
A “junkie for Eastern European sentiment,” she welcomes the familiar
traces of socialist-era everydayness that she finds miraculously intact
in Malbork, Poland, in a stuffy hotel outfitted with threadbare sheets
and ficus plants: “In the sleepy early morning moment I began to feel
as if I had arrived at some sort of beginning . . . and I realized I'd come
home. . .. I was overcome by a feeling of dense, warm reconciliation
with my own biography, with them, with the Easterners—Iliars, smart
alecks, tricksters, matchbox swindlers, sleaze-balls, thieves, petty and
big-time operators, survivors (because there was never time left over
for living life, but only for survival).”'® Ugresi¢ embraces the markers
of Eastern European difference that for everyone else are only a source
of shame.

If she is able to sympathize and even identify “with them, with the
Easterners,” it is not only because being among them feels like home but
also because she recognizes such stereotypes to be the product, to a large
extent, of the West-East divide itself, which is historical and economic
as much as it is discursive and affective. Her fellow travelers’ judgments
of the East are based on direct perceptions only to some extent: “I didn’t
hear any of the writers complain about the bad hotels in Madrid or Brus-
sels (though they were bad),” she writes, “but I did hear many of them
complain about bad hotels in Malbork.”"” Qualitatively identical things
such as bad hotels or rude waiters receive divergent evaluations depend-
ing on where they are with respect to the divide.

The “yawning” rift within Europe is constituted not so much by
objectively verifiable differences as by a reciprocal fantasy of differ-
ence—but a fantasy that, nevertheless, does not guarantee reciprocity.
Ugresi¢ writes: “I am sure that many of my fellow West European writ-
ers felt uncomfortable during the trip, or even felt scorn for the East
which is not the West, for the East aspiring to be the West, and for the
East which is like the West. . . . Most of the Western fantasies about
the East come from an unarticulated feeling of superiority, just as most
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of the Eastern fantasies about the West spring from an articulated
sense of inferiority.”!® For most of the riders, the possibility that there
may not be a difference between East and West after all turns out to
be most difficult to admit. At stake in maintaining “Eastern Europe”
as a there is an undisturbed sense of Western European identity, which
depends on an unarticulated—because naturalized and perpetually
confirmed—sense of superiority.

My resistance to the discursive construction of “Eastern Europe” as
backward and derivative—staged in what follows—is distinct, there-
fore, from the often-voiced objections that there is no such thing as
“Eastern Europe” because the region is actually far from uniform,
because there are material, linguistic, religious, and historical dif-
ferences among individual countries, or because Eastern Europeans
themselves are often reluctant to identify in terms of their regional
belonging. This resistance is distinct as well from the impulse to show
such discursive constructions to be patently false by producing evidence
to the contrary. For the point is, precisely, that discursive constructions
function independently of what is actual; they serve, proof against any
verification, to provide a priori terms of analysis and comparison. This
resistance, finally, must not be mistaken for an assertion that real prog-
ress, at least in some countries of the region, has indeed taken place
since the fall of the Berlin Wall and that, for this reason, some coun-
tries no longer fit the category of “Eastern Europe.” Such an assertion
would leave the category itself undisturbed and would merely displace
it. More importantly still, such an assertion would not only submit to
particular narratives of progress, such as those of the triumph of the
free market or the superiority of liberal democracy, but would, more
insidiously, affirm progress itself as an unquestioned, and sole, mode
of historical imagination—the very frame of reference that this book
strives to think against.

In taking for granted the need to reimagine “Eastern Europe,” then,
this book asserts no more and no less than the following: the post-1989
historical moment has opened to view the noncoincidence between
knowledge production and empirical reality and has brought into ques-
tion the category of “Eastern Europe” itself. At the same time, recent
developments in critical thought such as postcolonial theory and a new,
world-oriented comparative literature have provided tools for rethink-
ing Eurocentrism. This book exploits this momentary opening in the
Other Europe’s historical condition on the one hand, and these criti-
cal tools on the other hand, in order not simply to reform the terms in
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which the region might come to be understood anew but, more impor-
tantly, to trace new connections and new modes of relation. To put
it differently: if the discursive construction of Eastern Europe mani-
fests itself in innumerable instances across a variety of discourses, it is
also—and much less transparently—maintained by the organization
and production of knowledge in general, from the social sciences to the
humanities. It is the latter—the fundamental categories, and the disci-
plinary boundaries, of thought rather than the specific traits attributed
to the region—that demand the kind of active rethinking enabled, as I
will argue, by literature.

LITERATURE: OBJECT AND MODE OF KNOWLEDGE

The literary works examined here span the twentieth century: from
the Nobel Prize-winning novelist Henryk Sienkiewicz, a patriot who
writes from within partitioned Poland at the turn of the century,
and Jozef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski, his contemporary, who was
denounced as a traitor for making his own career as Joseph Conrad,
an English writer; to Witold Gombrowicz, whose work, interrupted by
World War I1, resumed in exile in Argentina; to Tadeusz Konwicki, who
wrote from within Soviet-dominated Poland and whose own political
commitment shifted from initial support for the Communist Party to
ardent participation in the opposition; to Ryszard Kapuscinski, a for-
eign correspondent for the Polish Press Agency, whom Salman Rushdie
has described as “the kind of codebreaker [of our century’s secrets] we
need”;" to, finally, J6zef Tischner, a theologian and philosopher whose
concerns span Levinasian ethics and rural activism and whose working
idioms include Husserlian phenomenology and a highlander dialect of
the Tatra mountains.

These divergent figures will not fit a single literary-historical nar-
rative, and although they all hold the Polish language as their com-
mon mother tongue they also exceed the national frame: Conrad,
Konwicki, and Kapuscinski were all born, and two of them worked,
outside the current borders of the Polish state; Conrad’s career placed
him in the English literary tradition; and Gombrowicz in emigration
remained an outsider, at least until a major international prize late
in life turned him—much to his dismay—into the pride of the Polish
nation. Although the themes of Polishness have a place in all of these
writers’ concerns, and although Polish literary history has a stake in
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maintaining or recuperating them as primarily Polish writers, in this
book I focus on the ways in which they all draw on, elaborate, and
contest not only these nation-centered frames but more importantly
the regional frame of Eastern Europe—a structural position more than
an identity, and an underlying condition that directly affects both the
reception and the aesthetic-political properties of their work.2

The focus on the figural dimensions of their work—that is, on rhe-
torical modes and themes such as allegory, deixis, irony, form, and
translation—constitutes the most discernible way in which literature
emerges here as a mode of knowledge rather than simply an object. Fig-
ures are not ahistorical and not opposed to history; rather, as Timothy
Bahti has put it, “Tropes and allegory are the means of the production
of historical meaning.”?! Figures, in other words, do not distort his-
tory but are the very site of historical meaningfulness. Thus, instead
of asking how Polishness, Eastern Europeanness, or Europeanness is
represented in the works under analysis here (a question that presumes
a mimetic relationship between language and world, and that invites
thinking in essentialist terms), I ask how they are figured, put into
question, and reworked.

Contextual, historical, political, and geographic categories are usu-
ally treated as given, taken both to stand outside and to preexist the
properly textual, aesthetic elements of literary works. But such geo-
graphic-cultural boundaries, apparently stable and natural, will turn
out to be produced and maintained by established narratives, discur-
sive constructions, and habits of reading. What Hans Robert Jauss,
after Gadamer, called “horizons of expectation”—the mostly implicit
moral, social, and aesthetic standards that underlie the reception of
literary works at any moment in history—thus turn out to include
ideas of what constitutes a coherent cultural location or identity, and,
conversely, what constitutes an appropriate, meaningful transgression
of these boundaries and what begins to threaten established orders of
intelligibility with sheer incoherence or unjustified eclecticism.??

This expanded notion of a “horizon of expectation”—one that
includes notions of self and other, of what is familiar and what is
foreign, and thus also of proper cultural boundaries—is useful at a
moment when literary studies continues to grapple with the question
of how to move beyond Eurocentric, national, and identity-centered
canons.? For the question of how to renegotiate the formerly secure
divide between the universal and the particular has been at the cen-
ter of the preoccupation with the possibility of post-Eurocentric and



Introduction | 13

transnational literary studies. To put it differently, the presumption
that the established, hegemonic traditions are directly relevant for a
universal human subject while the heretofore-marginal traditions can
be meaningful only to a specific historical-cultural location has pre-
sented a central challenge in attempts to formulate a post-Eurocentric,
expanded cultural field.

In response to this challenge, works such as Edward Said’s Cul-
ture and Imperialism and Walter Mignolo’s The Darker Side of the
Renaissance have questioned the assumption that Europe and its colo-
nies were distinct spaces and have shown instead that the colonies and
colonialism were constitutive of cultural and historical developments
apparently internal to Europe. In such postcolonial reframings of the
self-other relation, then, the other has been shown always already to
be implicated with the self. This is one means through which postco-
lonial studies—as an instance in a longer history of questioning the
canon that includes Marxist, feminist, and ethnic studies critiques
as well—has succeeded in prompting a rethinking of literary stud-
ies. Alongside such radical critiques, other bases of incorporating the
formerly marginal exist—other frames of intelligibility that make the
previously obscure traditions meaningful. These include a benevolent
multiculturalism that strives to celebrate multiplicity on an additive
model (in which the previously irrelevant find their relevance by enrich-
ing the universal human subject of history); a pragmatic globalism that
treats non-European cultural production as a source of education into
a cosmopolitan, or sometimes merely corporate, citizenship; or an
unabashed universalism, interested only in finding an essential human
experience to be recoverable from literary works situated in specific
historical experiences. These newfound uses of the previously excluded
traditions, moreover, often eclipse or deflect the decolonizing ambi-
tions of the impulse to expand the literary field and respond instead
to the globalizing imperatives of the twenty-first-century university.**

For all this, however, Form and Instability is not another post-
colonial take on the European Second World. The past two decades
have seen the emergence of scholarship dedicated to examining both
external representations of the region and internal negotiations of
its position through the lens of postcolonial studies. This work has
undoubtedly brought new and valuable questions to bear on Eastern
Europe, although it has also encountered a limit in the foundational
problem of whether the region is or is not postcolonial, and therefore to
what extent postcolonial studies might be adapted to it as a ready-made
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critical tool kit.>’ In taking distance from such inscriptions, I see post-
colonial studies of Eastern Europe as an adoption of yet another frame
of intelligibility—an attempt to reframe the region from obscurity into
recognizability, and thus, finally, to find a durable mode of belong-
ing.?¢ In distinction, this book takes coloniality and postcoloniality as
no more and no less than a necessary part of the critical and historical
context relevant to rethinking Eastern Europe.

At the same time, it is important for the reexamination of “East-
ern Europe” through literature, undertaken here, to take place in this
critical and historical context.?”” On the one hand, Eastern European
literatures have been subject to similar exclusions, structurally posi-
tioned in ways analogous to Third World, or postcolonial, traditions
with respect to the presumed center. Here, too, entrenched habits of
comparison, embroiled in unequal power relations, have placed (West-
ern) Europe at the center and relegated Eastern Europe to a margin.
Literary canons and the institutional organization of literary studies
reflect this dynamic: while Western literatures are positioned as if they
dealt directly with universal themes and merited attention on their
own terms for their aesthetic achievements, Eastern European litera-
tures appear mediated by particular national histories and are seen,
at best, to emulate Western models. The Cold War—era area studies
paradigm has further entrenched this position by treating “Slavic” lit-
eratures instrumentally, as sources of cultural information or as com-
panions to language instruction. Since knowledge about a nation or a
region is inextricable from the way its culture (or its literature) is read,
close reading is crucial for thinking outside these established frames of
intelligibility.

Reading in the context of comparative literature debates on canonic-
ity, literary value, comparison, translation, and dialect—debates that
themselves often pay scant attention to reading and readability—will
accomplish two tasks. The first is to incorporate Eastern Europe into
a global cartography of difference that, so far, has relied on a First-
Third World axis, to the often noted but unresolved exclusion of the
European Second World. This kind of inscription redresses an impor-
tant gap, not so much within postcolonial studies, which has inadver-
tently solidified this cartography, turning Europe into a unified space
and effectively disappearing “Eastern Europe,” as more directly within
methodological and theoretical interventions that inherit postcolonial
theory’s analysis of global inequalities. Because one consequence of
Eastern Europe’s positioning between Europe and not-Europe has
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been the lack of adequate languages and analytical terms to account
for its recent past and its present, attention to language itself recti-
fies its unarticulated exclusion. As I use debates in literary studies to
recast Europe’s literary field, the problem of the new, world-oriented
comparative literature—how to develop modes of thinking that eschew
Eurocentrism—is applied to, and tested in, the context of the cultural
divide between Old and New Europe.

Form and Instability sets out to exploit reading as a critical
approach. The evasion of reading occurs not only in the area studies
organization of knowledge (which privileges positivist and empirical
models, and which has subordinated the study of Eastern Europe to
the resolution first of Cold War, and then of postcommunist, political
and economic crises) but, less obviously, also in recent world litera-
ture debates in comparative literature (which, on their part, have also
been largely silent on the question of Eastern European traditions).?
To read “impurely, writings intermingled with one another, against
the grain of ready—Ilegitimate—identities,” as Stephen Heath has writ-
ten, is “another definition of ‘world literature,” the newness its study
makes.”?® Yet if the emphasis in world literature debates has been on
impure identities and the intermingling of traditions, reading itself has
remained unexplored, often taken for granted or dismissed as a luxury
in a discipline suddenly confronted with an infinite field. The newness
for which the study of world literature makes, I suggest, lies in the way
it forces attention to reading as a critical practice capable of unsettling
fixed boundaries and identities more thoroughly than a search for new
objects, for new combinations of existing objects, or for new frames of
intelligibility. My contribution rests not only in calling attention to a
new object, in the guise of Eastern European literary texts, but also in
focusing on reading as an unexplored methodological dimension.

Here, then, is the central theoretical premise of this book: reading,
as an encounter with the rhetorical dimension of language, undermines
the at once grammatical, ideological, and hermeneutic coherence of
established frames of intelligibility—or horizons of expectation, to
recall once more Jauss’s formulation. This insight, borrowed from Paul
de Man’s work, guides the close readings conducted in each chapter.
Such a treatment of literature goes beyond the concern with modes
of inscription, representation, or narrative and toward literature as
the only mode of knowledge that “knows and names itself as fiction.”
Literature, de Man writes, is not a special category of language set
apart from everyday language by qualities that might be proper to it.
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What makes it different, rather, is merely that “it begins on the far
side of this knowledge [that sign and meaning can never coincide]; it is
the only form of language free from the fallacy of unmediated expres-
sion.” Literature pries open the otherwise-disavowed gap between sign
and meaning and undermines the referential aspect of language. As de
Man explains: “The self-reflecting mirror-effect by means of which a
work of fiction asserts, by its very existence, its separation from empiri-
cal reality, its divergence, as a sign, from a meaning that depends for
its existence on the constitutive activity of this sign, characterizes the
work of literature in its essence.”®® This insight is especially relevant
for reading noncanonical, marginal works because they are still often
treated as a means of direct access to the cultural or national contexts
and identities to which they appear to be firmly tied. In the context of
recent comparative literature debates, in other words, de Man’s decon-
structive insight can help restore the textual dimension of all literary
objects. And, as Gayatri Spivak has put it—with explicit reference to
marginal, peripheral literatures—it can foster the habit of “reading the
logic of rhetoric, not the text as cultural information.”?!

POSTIMPERIAL DIFFERENCE:
A PROVISIONAL ACCOUNT

What emerges in this book—a critical reexamination of the discur-
sive construction of “Eastern Europe” through literature—is a provi-
sional account of the region that is more serviceable for the present. It
unmoors “Eastern Europe” both from the presumptions of backward-
ness, derivativeness, and discreteness that accompany it and from the
categories of thought and modes of knowledge production that sus-
tain those presumptions. It also, finally, traces new relations and con-
nections that undo its isolation without, at the same time, denying its
specificity. Literature itself—which, alongside Eastern Europe, consti-
tutes the second of my stated commitments—attains here a new dimen-
sion. Reading, often elided in debates on world literature, is a crucial
supplement that advances these debates beyond the constitution of new
objects, past the problem of literary value, and out of ever-adjustable—
but deadlocked—binaries of self and other.

Bringing to light Eastern Europe’s contemporary predicament—its post-
imperial difference—requires a notion of cultural and historical specific-
ity that is inextricable from language, aesthetics, and rhetoric. Dwelling in
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postimperial difference means dwelling among layered borders and ubiqui-
tous ruins that are by no means vanished. Asked to describe the place where
he lived, for example, the Ukrainian writer Yuri Andrukhovych said:

The house I live in is on a street that currently bears the name of
Shevchenko, but that used to be called Lindenallee because there
are many old linden trees there, over a hundred years old. This
avenue takes you toward the city park. All of this has echoes of
the Habsburg Empire because this park was founded a long time
ago and, at one point, it was named after Empress Elisabeth, the
famous Sisi, wife of Franz Josef. After the Second World War,
during the cult of Stalin, the street was renamed Stalin Street—and
then, since the mid-’50s, it’s finally Shevchenko Street and the park
is now also called Shevchenko Park, after the nineteenth-century
founder of modern Ukrainian literature and language. This is—I
mean, it was—one of the most elegant and beautiful streets in the
city, a city I call Stanislavo-Frankivsk, to connect the old name
Stanislaviv with the contemporary name, Frankivsk. Besides these,
young people are calling the city Franyk. It’s a Galician city, and I
can say that Galicia is my small homeland.®

It is a place filled with ruins that do not denote mere pastness. “The
specificity of ruins in this part of the world is that . . . you never know
with them,” Andrukhovych explains. “There are no histories about
them yet, no stories. Ruins are, most of all, a chance to create new
images of the world, new wholes.”33

For one of Andrukhovych’s frequent interlocutors, the Polish writer
Andrzej Stasiuk, what I am calling the postimperial difference of East-
ern Europe also expresses itself in a different sense of temporality and
a different relationship to history—without, by the same token, being
subsumed under “belatedness” or backwardness. It is thus a tempo-
ral difference that does not partake of the narratives of progress and
lag inscribed in the discursive construction of “Eastern Europe” and
that takes just as much distance from the more affirming elaborations
of Central Europeanness.?* The very idea of what counts as a proper
narrative undergoes estrangement when Stasiuk, in the course of his
travels through contemporary Eastern Europe, spends an evening with
some Americans. These Americans, Stasiuk writes,

tried to teach me how to tell precise and engaging stories. And
I swear I tried to comprehend the method but my own story
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unraveled in my hands as they would ask from time to time

why my protagonist doesn’t seem to change, why he is the same

at the end as he was at the beginning, and I tried to explain to
them . .. that 'm tired of changes, that I would like for the world
simply to persist and to stop doing somersaults, that what interests
me is, precisely, immobility. . . . But I didn’t know how to tell them
this, even though I had a good translator—I didn’t know how
because they believed that good protagonists are masters of their
own fate. . . . And I also knew that, in the morning, the Hungar-
ians listening to my story after breakfast won’t ask about the pro-
tagonist . . . but will be interested instead in what happens behind
him, in the background. One of them will say, “Yes, I can see this
world.” And this will be enough. They, like me, will be interested
in the persistence of reality.*

Andrukhovych and Stasiuk seek ways of articulating the precise ways
in which such a reality might be inhabited and habitable—and, by
extension, apprehensible. Postimperial difference is not a pure abstrac-
tion that might displace concrete belonging; rather, it characterizes
an existential condition in which the very distinctions between the
abstract and the tangible undergo reformulation.

Form and Instability falls into two parts. On the surface, Part I,
under the heading “Frames of Intelligibility,” is more interdisciplinary
because the two chapters that constitute it are each concerned with a
specific register on which Eastern Europe’s transition after 1989—a
transition out of its regional and discursive seclusion—has been negoti-
ated: the epistemological-institutional register of knowledge production
about the region after the breakup of the Soviet bloc and the register
of accession to the European Union. In both cases, a focus on the rhe-
torical dimension of language reveals unnoticed, unarticulated aspects
of what are declared to be transitional phenomena, both of which are
usually considered in social-scientific and empiricist terms. The frames
of intelligibility in Part I include two emergent and overlapping ways
in which the region has recently been reconsidered or is only beginning
to be rethought—postsocialism and postcolonialism. The first chapter,
“The Passing of Eastern Europe,” deals with the legacy of Soviet domi-
nation and of the area studies paradigm that still governs knowledge
production about the region, while the second chapter, “Strategies of
Accession,” confronts the legacy of Western colonial histories and dis-
courses as it manifests itself in the process of European integration. By
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mobilizing rhetoric, these chapters argue for a deliberate reworking
of the category of “Eastern Europe.” They also show that empirical
change alone, coupled with a positivist approach to language, will not
provide for new ways of thinking.

In the second part, titled “Conditions of Legibility,” three chapters—
“The Right Accent,” “Countries of Degraded Form,” and “Europe after
Eurocentrism”—deal more directly with the twofold question of litera-
ture: its orthodoxies as well as its radical openings. Although literary
studies, sometimes in collusion with area studies, has had a role in main-
taining the discursive construction of Eastern Europe; and although
recent debates in comparative literature have neglected to engage East-
ern European traditions, literature itself—through reading and rheto-
ric—can help displace this construction. The postimperial difference of
Eastern Europe emerges through my close readings of Conrad, Gombro-
wicz, and Tischner—writers whose works develop in different idioms
and contexts. The three chapters focus on irony, form, and translation
as rhetorical modes that foreground the critical potential of literature for
interrogating persistent but inadequate categories and frames.

Opposing intelligibility to legibility in the two respective parts of
the book calls attention to different kinds of knowledge: one, already
constituted, depends on a set of a priori determinations; the other
exposes the limits and conditions of that preconstituted knowledge.
One is aligned with hermeneutics and the other with poetics. Frames
of intelligibility work like congealed forms, while conditions of leg-
ibility shift focus to figuration, making possible something new.3¢Form
and Instability shows Eastern Europe to be an elusive object that is,
paradoxically, continually misapprehended by ever more precise names
and demarcations. “Eastern Europe” is also marked by a double belat-
edness: on the one hand, a developmental lag attributed to the region
and, on the other hand, the persistence of obsolescent frames of intel-
ligibility maintained primarily by area studies paradigms but also by
the organization of knowledge in apparently more remote disciplines.
The avowed and often-repeated claim of Eastern Europe’s belated-
ness as a region with respect to the West thus has a silent shadow: an
unavowed and overlooked belatedness built into knowledge production
with respect to its object. The “instability” in this book’s title thus
belongs not only to the object of analysis but also to habitual modes of
apprehension. “Form,” in turn, signals something more than the shape
and boundaries of an object. Because form is also a matter of relation,
to unsettle one term means to de-form the other.
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This book seeks modes of epistemological and aesthetic integra-
tion—into established frames of intelligibility; into Europe; into can-
ons; into hierarchies of human value; into historical subjecthood—that
would not require erasing, stabilizing, or assimilating the integrated
object. It experiments with ways of thinking that might bear instability
and that might be capable of keeping in view the fact of relation that
underlies any form. If, as Wlad Godzich has put it, “the prevalent doxa
holds that it is the Second World that collapsed, and it pays little atten-
tion to the remaining two parts, pretending that a whole amputated
by a third is still a whole,” then this book would induce the missing
phantom pain—or, perhaps, just a butterfly effect.”



PART ONE

Frames of Intelligibility






CHAPTER I

The Passing of Eastern Europe

Area Studies and Rbetoric

The brooder whose startled gaze falls on the fragment in his hand becomes
an allegorist.

WALTER BENJAMIN

The hour of truth, like the hour of death, never arrives on time, since what
we call time is precisely truth’s inability to coincide with itself.

PAUL DE MAN

We are all post-Soviet.

SUSAN BUCK-MORSS

“What day is it?” This question haunts the protagonist of A Minor Apoc-
alypse, in which yellowed calendars, official news reports, and parade
banners refuse to tell the correct date. In this 1979 novel by Tadeusz
Konwicki, it might be April 1980, or July 1999, or the thirty-fifth anni-
versary of the People’s Republic of Poland. It’s the end of the world, but
no one knows how long it will take to end. In the novel, this unhinged
temporality is a mark of doom more foreboding than the decay and cor-
ruption visible across Warsaw as the city prepares for a visit of Soviet
officials. Alongside an expiring Poland, “the Ukraine is dying, Lithuania
is in the throes of agony, Belorussia is breathing its last” in protracted
torment.! Knowing what day it is might lend at least some meaning to
the protagonist’s own suicide, scheduled to take place that same evening.
Not only Poland but the entire European Second World is suspended in
an eternal present, disconnected from the world, and impossible to ren-
der intelligible through available historical narratives.

A Minor Apocalypse is a fragment from the past that—to para-
phrase Walter Benjamin—here becomes an allegory. For in the realm

23



24 | Frames of Intelligibility

of knowledge production, too, telling what day it is has been of prime
importance, as so many temporal terms (timeliness, belatedness, back-
wardness, novelty, nonsynchrony) have marked the efforts to appre-
hend a region in transition. With the novel as backdrop, this chapter
centers on ways of thinking about Eastern Europe that either emerge or
become open to scrutiny in the wake of the fall of the Berlin Wall. The
very name of this region and its status as a coherent object of inquiry
have been called into question in the course of recent changes, whose
outward signs include the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the transi-
tions to political liberalism and capitalism, the eastward expansion of
the European Union, and Russia’s reassertion of control over parts of
its former domain. A variety of paradigms (area studies, transitology,
postcolonialism, feminism, and postsocialism) and a host of proper
names (East Central Europe, Central Europe, Newly Independent
States, Eurasia, New Europe, the Other Europe, the borderlands, and
the Bloodlands) have been mobilized in an attempt to grasp the condi-
tion of the region.? But if it goes without saying that new knowledge
about the region must come to reflect its new historical situation, it is
less certain what counts as knowledge adequate to its object. In what
terms and in reference to which existing narratives might that condi-
tion be recognized and rendered meaningful? In what, indeed, might
the novelty of this condition be said to consist, and what new languages
might need to be invented?

In the course of the recent attempts to apprehend Eastern Europe’s
new historical situation, then, both the fixity of Eastern Europe as a
pregiven context and stable concept on the one hand and the presump-
tion of coincidence between language and referent on the other hand
have undergone a disruption. The full significance of the question
(“What day is it?”) is possible to gauge only by placing in full view the
rhetorical dimension of language. Konwicki’s A Minor Apocalypse is
the staging of this dimension. The apocalypse in the novel’s title—an
ambivalent figure of destruction and renewal, of unveiling a hidden
truth or instituting a new one—is a pretext for my deliberate read-
ing of the novel as an allegory because allegory, as Benjamin writes,
works by “the wrenching of things from their familiar contexts.”> And
in allegory as in irony, de Man reminds us, “the relationship between
sign and meaning is discontinuous” and shown to be thus.* As I attend
to various tropes suggested by Konwicki’s novel—not only apoca-
lypse but also allegory, allusion, and most importantly irony—the new
historical situation of post-Soviet Eastern Europe will itself undergo
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estrangement: it will become a matter of language in its coimplication
with knowledge production. As a question of currency, moreover, the
question of reimagining Eastern Europe in the present will also entail
the double question of exchange value (on the market of ideas) and of
timeliness. Just as in the economic and political registers reforms have
been directed at drawing Eastern Europe out of its imputed backward-
ness and isolation from the West, so in the discursive and epistemologi-
cal registers the manifest task has been to update the terms in which we
think about this object in transition. But successful inscription into the
global, which is the ostensible goal of any such updating, also contains
an irreducible ambivalence: it signals liberation and finally grants the
region visibility by forging—in the double sense of establishing and
simulating—its continuity with the rest of the world, while at the same
time it subsumes it to an order not of its own making.®

In this task of rethinking Eastern Europe, timeliness—keeping up
with the course of history—has been put in the service, precisely, of
furthering the economic-institutional task of expediting empirical
change. In most recent thinking about Eastern Europe, in other words,
the timeliness of scholarly discourses has been measured either by their
pragmatic usefulness or by their ability to record accurately the signs of
change, be it progress or regress. But the performative and instrumen-
tal aspects of these discourses, the fact that they not merely describe
but also participate in instituting change, remain outside scrutiny—not
because these aspects are hidden or repressed but, on the contrary,
because they are seen as natural components of what counts as useful
knowledge. The still-prevalent paradigm of area studies, which has long
depended on positivist models, continues to organize much of the puta-
tively new work on the region. As Rey Chow reminds us, “Area studies
as a mode of knowledge production is, strictly speaking, military in
its origins,” following as it does upon the capacity to designate and
target discrete areas of the world.® The military and political-economic
aims have gone hand in hand with the epistemological and disciplinary
formations produced to satisfy these aims. For H. D. Harootunian and
Masao Miyoshi, the area studies paradigm is also a continuation and
correlate of earlier imperial practice of extracting raw materials and
cheap labor. Taking its cue from early ethnographic models, research
in area studies has “meant extracting from the field the raw material
of pure facticity. . . . Since this field was on the outside, it was seen
simply as the domain of fact, the object of analysis that would be car-
ried out elsewhere, in the inside.”” Far from a coherent interdisciplinary
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paradigm, area studies also reinforces disciplinary boundaries by privi-
leging positivist approaches and by subordinating the study of cultures
and languages to the social sciences.

Two related modes of thinking have the potential for interrupting
both the continued influence of area studies and the continuity between
language and world that area studies approaches presume. The first
mode of thinking is literature, the second—critique. Both literature
and critique have been accorded a minimal presence in area studies,
where literary texts have served as supplementary sources of cultural
and historical information, while critique would only obstruct unprob-
lematic transmission of such information. As modes of thinking, lit-
erature and critique foreground the rhetorical dimension of language.
They call attention to what is not immediately discernible and to the
politics of knowledge production itself. The aim, then, is to reflect
on the paradoxical inadequacy of purely positivist methodologies for
apprehending Eastern Europe as an object of inquiry and to explore the
potential of literature and critique for transcending their limitations.

The problem of belatedness of knowledge with respect to the world
appears differently here than it does in modes of thinking that take
language to be fully transparent and merely instrumental. That view
of language, which conceives of knowledge as a mode of mimetic rep-
resentation, also implies an organic temporality in which knowledge is
in close synchrony with its object.® But attention to rhetoric, as de Man
and Benjamin will help elucidate, destroys such an organic conception
of the relation between language, knowledge, and temporality. Instead
of placing value on closing any perceptible gap between knowledge
and world through ever more accurate empirical research, the ques-
tion becomes, as Paul Bové has put it in a different context, how not to
lose oneself in the pursuit of “a rapidly accelerating contemporaneity.”’
Belatedness in knowledge production, from this perspective, cannot be
avoided by keeping up with the times all the more. Instead, belatedness
besets thought that is too closely attuned to the moment and thus can-
not anticipate its own effects.

In response, and in contrast, to the threat of belatedness inherent in
the pursuit of timely knowledge through methods that ignore the non-
transparency and nonidentity of language, critique—and with it litera-
ture—is untimely. As Wendy Brown has reminded us, critique is always
accused of coming at the wrong time, taking up time, and getting in
the way of efficiency. Against research that presents itself as efficient
and well timed, then, critique is often badly timed—an extra thing, a
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supplement. This, however, is precisely its value: its role is “to contest
settled accounts of what time it is, what the times are,” and “to grasp
the times by thinking against the times. . . . Untimely critique insists on
alternative possibilities and perspectives in a seemingly closed politi-
cal and epistemological universe.”!® It offers a remedy to belatedness
by taking as the point of departure the fundamental nonsynchrony
between knowledge and its object.

This chapter insists on alternative possibilities and perspectives
opened up by critique and by literature as a mode of knowledge with-
out, at the same time, taking for granted a sharp divide between
humanistic and social scientific modes of thought. Instead of assigning
in advance the positive value of untimeliness to one side while charging
the other with mere belatedness or naive punctuality, Konwicki’s novel
will serve as the ground of any such judgment as it helps determine the
adequacy of new discourses about Eastern Europe. A focus on the rhe-
torical dimension of language will guide both the reading of the novel
and the discussion of disciplinary-epistemological questions.

ALLEGORY AND HISTORY

A Minor Apocalypse presents a world disfigured by state socialism and
Soviet control: a milk bar serves spoiled milk, water and gas get shut
off without warning, and even dilapidated buildings are policed for
trespassers. The triumphant slogan “Zbudowalismy socjalizm!”—“We
have built socialism!”—is everywhere: one, made of flower wreaths
on the Vistula river, falls apart as the exclamation point floats away;
another one, with letters made of colorful lightbulbs, looks as if it’s
bleeding. And the restaurant Paradyz, where some of the story takes
place, is designed in the style of “ruined-modern. That means that its
architecture and interior decoration were up to world standards, but at
the same time it made you think of some old shanty about to collapse.
Besides, that’s the style of our entire society. As if all these people were
awaiting an impending relocation to a new country.”!!

But it is ethical ruin—not simply the prevalence of corruption but
the collapse of the very distinction between the righteous and the com-
promised—that the novel is most directly concerned with. The plot, as
absurd as the setting, follows an aging dissident writer on his way to
his “private Golgotha”: Tadeusz the hero has agreed to set himself on
fire in an act of public protest that same evening, in front of television
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cameras and visiting Soviet dignitaries. But the desperate act may be
intended only to salvage the very idea of protest, as opposition intel-
lectuals, writers, and artists do not figure here as guardians of national
conscience or arbiters of political virtue but are, indeed, the most
prominent targets of criticism. Reflecting on this ethical ruin, the novel
is also full of quasi-philosophical dilemmas and circular logic familiar
from the socialist condition: “And so now the regime has its own art,”
someone philosophizes. “The regime is self-sufficient. It creates reality
and reflects it in art.”'? “Then why aren’t we free?” someone else asks.
“Have we taken ourselves prisoner and are keeping ourselves behind
bars?” “That’s it. We’ve given the oppressor the slip. We’ve outwitted
him. We are free because we have imposed our own slavery.”!?

Giving expression to such distorted reasoning of the late socialist
period, A Minor Apocalypse seems at first glance to be a mere artifact
of the past, in both its thematic and its formal aspects. Apparently fixed
in its historical location, it simultaneously represents and belongs to a
particular moment. The novel shows so little sense of the overturning
that the next decade would bring—from the Solidarity strikes to the
long-awaited end of the Cold War—that a blurb on the cover of its 1984
English translation mistook it for a sign of impending doom: “Every-
thing in this wrenching, gruesomely compelling novel indicates that life
in that part of the world will get worse.”** In formal terms, too, A Minor
Apocalypse is marked by the passage of time, as its unmistakably satiri-
cal tone seals it within that moment all the more firmly—because satire,
as conventional wisdom about Soviet-era Eastern Europe literatures will
tell us, is a mode that belongs to politically resistant and thus context-
specific writing. The gasoline needed for the protagonist’s protest sui-
cide must be purchased with state-issued ration cards; imported Swedish
matches are procured at a special foreign-currency store, because domes-
tic ones are too unreliable; and the subversives in charge of the opera-
tion hand the would-be martyr a manual on self-immolation, based on
extensive experience in the field. The fact that such bleak humor may
no longer amuse testifies all the more to the novel’s outdatedness. No
longer speaking to a living reality, the novel is a satire without an object,
like a reflection in a fun-house mirror that persists even after no one is
standing before it. Now, after the collapse of state socialism, it can be
expected to elicit only polite curiosity, at best a sense of déja vu, and
seems merely to confirm what we already know from other sources.

And yet, although A Minor Apocalypse appears to be nothing but
a fragment of the past, I want to read it as something more than a
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representation—distorted and veiled as it may be—of a particular,
datable historical situation. Its usual frame of intelligibility includes
Konwicki’s own political evolution, shifting from his participation in
the Polish Home Army’s anti-Nazi and anti-Soviet armed resistance
during World War II, to his membership in the Communist Party just
after the war, to his repudiation of the Party after the disillusionment
occasioned by the violent suppression of the 1956 workers’ strikes in
Poznan. In this account, A Minor Apocalypse would be the outcome
of yet another disillusionment, this time with the politically exhausted
opposition circles.”” Without denying biography and history, how
might the novel be made to speak beyond its own proper moment? This
in turn raises the double question of readability and historicity—of the
conditions of the novel’s legibility in the post-Soviet present. In its rhe-
torical dimension—in the way in which it foregrounds the problem of
(figurative) language and its relation to truth—the novel speaks in our
present as an allegory of the search for truth.

Such a reading—which appears to stray from the immediate, ref-
erential context of the novel—is allegorical in multiple senses. In its
Greek etymology, allegory means “speaking otherwise,” but more pre-
cisely it is a trope that turns the phenomenal world into abstractions
and converts temporally extended narratives into fixed, punctual con-
cepts.'® Allegorical reading—although often denounced as static and
artificial, and charged with violating the material and referential speci-
ficity of a text—has served the important function of producing new
meanings through a certain destruction of what is. Whether in Saint
Paul’s rereadings of Jewish scriptures that made them accessible to new
converts to Christianity, or in the purging of the Song of Songs of its
erotic denotations in order to conform it to church doctrine, allegory
has been a vehicle of epistemic translation in the course of historical
change.

Allegory’s destructiveness provoked mixed responses from two of
the twentieth century’s most astute thinkers. For Erich Auerbach, who
went to great lengths to delineate the competing concept of figura, alle-
gory’s apparent denial of the concrete materiality of the “original” text
or event was a source of anxiety. Allegory without the destructiveness
of abstraction, figura is “the creative, formative principle, change amid
the enduring essence, the shades of meaning between copy and arche-
type.”" Figura thus “differs from most of the allegorical forms known
to us by the historicity both of the sign and what it signifies.”*® Auer-
bach’s insistence that a text or an object from the past can survive intact
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and persist (fully present in its future appropriation or resignification)
may well be explained by the context of his writing: from the vantage
point of Istanbul in 1944, he is looking at the wartime destruction of
European culture, of which so little appeared to survive. Benjamin,
however—writing somewhat earlier—is looking not only toward the
impending war but also at the ruination already accomplished by capi-
tal. For him allegory is a more ambivalent trope. In “Central Park,”
a series of enigmatic fragments on commodity fetishism, historical
experience, and newness, there are two ways in which allegory appears
as more than a merely destructive agent of abstraction.” First, it has
a redemptive dimension. “That which the allegorical intention has
fixed upon is sundered from the customary contexts of life,” Benjamin
writes. “It is at once shattered and preserved.”?’ Allegory preserves pre-
cisely by shattering; paradoxically, it rescues objects from oblivion by
severing them from the seemingly natural meanings to which they are
usually attached. Second, for Benjamin allegory is suitable for a time
that is ruled, in any case and far more insidiously, by the abstraction of
the market. Whatever wreckage allegory effects by the substitution of
concepts for organic things and by “the extinguishing of appearance,”
it is also certain that “the devaluation of the world of things in alle-
gory is surpassed within the world of things itself by the commodity.”*!
Allegory does indeed cause a kind of demolition, Benjamin concedes.
But that is nothing compared to the equally abstract but much more
destructive devaluation of the real world caused by the commodity and
by the relations of exchange it entails. Allegory, in other words, is at
least a transparent enough device to foreground abstraction; the com-
modity conceals it.

It is through this sense of allegory that A Minor Apocalypse demands
to be read: as an “image of petrified unrest” rather than as a placid arti-
fact of the past rendered mute by the passage of time and by objective
historical change.?? Here, the novel’s sensible, material realm—that is,
the immediately referential context of a certain moment in Cold War
history—will be neither abandoned (as Auerbach feared in the case of
allegory) nor preserved intact (as he believed figura could do). “The
brooder whose startled gaze falls on the fragment in his hand,” writes
Benjamin, “becomes an allegorist.”?3 The novel is such a fragment from
the past torn out of its organic interrelations—which is to say, out of
its apparently proper context—in order that it may become meaningful
in the present. Such an allegorical reading also entails, then, at least
a momentary dislocation not only from Soviet-era Poland of the late
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1970s but also from literary history, which—as a mode of knowledge
production—relies on what Jacques Derrida calls an “economy of the
same” in order to arrest meanings through settled narratives and to
accord everything its appropriate place. This reading, finally, eschews
the familiar notion of national allegory, which tethers the text to its
context instead of allowing the former to move.?*

A Minor Apocalypse itself explicitly foregrounds several rhetorical
tropes: apocalypse as revelation of truth and destruction of an exist-
ing order; allusion as a form of mediated access to truth; and alle-
gory as a promise of unequivocal meaning in a world set adrift by
the devaluation of language itself. Irony, finally—the figure of radi-
cal uncertainty—will turn out, paradoxically, to be the only authentic
condition of, and relation to, truth. One of the central problems that
emerge through such a rhetorical reading of the novel is the double
question of access to truth and of the adequation of language to real-
ity. Even as A Minor Apocalypse both elicits and thematizes boredom
and exhaustion, then, it will tell us about novelty and invention, both
within the realm of history and in the languages meant to apprehend
history. Read, finally, as a useful allegory for the formation and lives of
scholarly fields, it will also tell us about the limits of radical breaks—
historical as much as epistemological.

DEATH AND THE APPEARANCE OF NEWNESS

The protagonist of A Minor Apocalypse, named Tadeusz just like its
author, is an aging writer depressed about the pervasive atmosphere of
decay. He wakes up contemplating his own end but is interrupted by
the arrival of two fellow writers, Hubert and Rysio, who visit whenever
it’s time to take a political stand. “Something to sign?” Tadeusz asks,
expecting yet another petition and ready to oblige.?* But this time they
want something more: for him to set himself on fire at that evening’s
state celebration, in the presence of Soviet visitors and television cam-
eras. “And if I don’t do it?” he ventures a protest, only to hear: “Then
you’ll go living the way you’ve lived till now.”?¢ As Tadeusz makes his
way through the city to the appointed place and time, with a canister
of gasoline and a box of matches in hand, the only thing that drives
the narrative is the question of whether he will go through with the
assignment. Yet even that suspense gradually vanishes under a bar-
rage of absurd events and inconclusive epiphanies. Wandering through
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the city, Tadeusz searches for clues to the possible meaningfulness of
the sacrifice he has been asked to perform. Now that romantic ideals
of martyrdom for the sake of the nation have been perverted beyond
recognition, in the name of what good, of what truth, might his death
make sense? What difference might it make?

As Benjamin writes in “Central Park,” “For people as they are
now, there is only one radical novelty—and always the same one:
death.”?” With obsolescence as a close correlate, death participates in
the economy of epistemic exchange, which propels history by forging
the appearance of the new. In the vision of history as a continual move-
ment through the succession of ever-new conditions, the production
of historical change resembles commodity production, in which “the
product’s novelty”—much like the newness of the historical event—
“(as a stimulant to demand) takes on a significance hitherto unknown;
in mass-production the ever-selfsame manifests itself overtly for the
first time.”?® In a situation where boredom and fashion collaborate to
propel epistemic-economic exchange, death is necessary to institute the
appearance of something new because it itself appears as the only abso-
lute novelty.

In A Minor Apocalypse, this insight is precisely what goes missing
from the logic that guides the underground intellectuals’ decision to
stage the spectacle: for them, the protagonist’s death—the perfect align-
ment of symbolic meanings with sensible reality—is supposed to bring
about the end of this ruined world by awakening its inhabitants from
their nightmare and, by making the news, to force the outside world
to take notice. The right kind of death would bring about an apoca-
lypse—a revelation of truth. Put in Benjamin’s terms, death for them
has only a use value—the potential for authentic efficacy, as if it were
possible to isolate it from the circuit of epistemic-historical exchange
within which it finds its meaning and within which this meaning is
blunted in turn. If Rysio and Hubert’s jaded attitude, and their weari-
ness with their self-appointed task of resisting the regime, suggest that
they may not fully believe in effecting actual change this time around—
“Someone has to do it,” they tell Tadeusz, in lieu of a better reason for
choosing him—they still have faith in the efficacy of (the right kind of)
death (at some point). For Tadeusz, however, the problem assumes cen-
tral importance. He does not take it on faith that a death turned into
a public event—if only carried out under the right circumstances—can
institute absolute novelty independently of the logic of exchange. Even
as he looks for a guarantee that the end of his own private world might
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bring about the definitive end of the dying Soviet world, he recognizes
the illusory dimension of the promise of death-as-novelty.

What—Tadeusz must know—is the relation between the death of a
single person and the end of a particular world? An old man he asks
for guidance—an ailing veteran of anti-Nazi and anti-Soviet resistance
and now a member of the underground—only confirms his suspicion
of “the ever-always-the-same” aspect of history hidden beneath the
appearance of the new. Tadeusz is already convinced that the world
as such cannot die: “Many generations have thought that the world
was dying,” he tells the old man, “but it was only their world which
was dying.” As far as he’s concerned, the world goes on regardless of
human death. The old man, however, goes a step further: “But if the
world doesn’t die, then it must live off something,” he responds. “It
needs human death.”? The world is not indifferent to human death,
as Tadeusz was prepared to accept; paradoxically, it requires human
death and feeds on it to extend its own life—that is, to maintain the
appearance of movement and to conceal its own stasis.

The recognition that there is no coincidence—either ontological or
causal—between the death of an individual and the end of a world is
coupled with a general devaluation of death, a devaluation that can
take place only if death is admitted to have exchange value. In the
novel, any faith in the uniqueness and force of death-as-event is under-
mined by its omnipresence and overuse, in suicides already attempted
or carried out by others, whether simulated or real. A politically sub-
versive film—suggestively entitled The Transfusion—ends with the
hero jumping out the window. Someone’s friend burned himself too,
outside the Kremlin, and “many [other| people have done it.”3° “Before
me,” Tadeusz reflects, “Buddhist monks, a certain Czech, and some
Lithuanians have walked the same path to the pyre.”*! Even his torture
by the secret police is not a catastrophic event but a repetition of other
torture scenes, a gesture without effect. As Tadeusz tells his interroga-
tor, “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting with the Gestapo, the NKVD,
and with the good old prewar Polish police.” The thug now before him
is merely reciting the familiar script, and the prisoner is “seized by a
perverse, vengeful sense of satisfaction at seeing this poor fool playing
his old-fashioned game for his own sake, for his colleagues, and for my
colleagues, who had thrust me out on the road to saintliness.”*?

Yet the question of the efficacy of death still worries the protagonist,
and not only because he needs to believe that his own public suicide will
have some meaning. More crucially, it entails the question of access to
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truth. The appearance of death as the only radical novelty rests on the
fact that it is irrevocable and undeniable—and, thus, fundamentally
true. The truthfulness and hence the allure of death are related to the
fact that it appears to function as a solid ground and thus to undergird
the otherwise-illusory world of both objects and concepts, which are
ruled, respectively, by the logic of the commodity and of allegory and
which are equally susceptible to the logic of exchange. Rhetorically,
death thus works as a promise of truth because it appears as a guaran-
tee of absolute, ultimate reference. But, emptied out of singularity and
subject to repetition as it proves to be in the novel, even death does not
guarantee absolute novelty. (It is the undermining of this referential
foundation by Tadeusz’s persistent questioning—and by the devalua-
tion of death generally—that gives the first hints of irony.)

The apocalypse in the novel’s title places this ambivalent relation
between death and truth at the center. Apocalypse is the lifting of the
veil and a revelation of truth, but it is also the end of one era and the
institution of a new one. It does away with an old order and founds a
new one by stripping away appearances and revealing a truth—one,
moreover, that may have been there all along. Apocalypse, then, is sup-
posed to bring about an abrupt break and an absolute end, but the
novelty of the revealed truth (or the cause of the break) is impossible
to determine. The only certainty is that the newness of the new era
would consist in a changed relation to truth, rather than in the content
of what is to be revealed.

In the novel—as in its immediate setting of late Soviet-era Eastern
Europe—the changed, more direct relation to truth would mean not
simply telling the truth, or working up the courage to pronounce it, or
even separating truth from falsehood, but rather restoring the referen-
tial dimension of language—returning to it its capacity to determine
meaning in a place where “everything is so double-faced” and where
“evil has tapped into our ethical code and turned itself into [a new]|
go0d.”? This utter corruption of language is part of the broader histor-
ical context of the novel—an often noted feature of the Second World,
where “the confrontation between the Communist regimes and their
discursive oppositions . . . included a clash over the different claims to
truth.”?* Without bothering to verify their own claims to truth, how-
ever, the regimes aimed for total discursive control instead. As Miglena
Nikolchina writes, “Discursive control secures the prerogative of a
particular discourse to emanate reality. . .. The regime needed dis-
sidents. The punishment of dissidents ensured the observance of the
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fundamental law: ‘Thou shalt speak as thou shalt speak.””?* But this
enforced alignment of human speech with the language of the regime
was still not enough, as reality itself was expected to conform. In what
Vaclav Havel called “evasive thinking,” “The word . . . [had] gained a
kind of occult power to transform one reality into another.”3¢ In philo-
sophical discourse as in everyday life, the dislocation of language from
reference is, paradoxically, a direct consequence of the efforts to close
the gap between them.?”

In such conditions, any attempt to merely voice the truth is likely to
fail. Just before Tadeusz and the ailing veteran of underground resis-
tance discuss his planned suicide, the television screen in the room
shows his neighbor, a certain highly placed comrade Kobiatka, ascend-
ing the podium to make a speech before Soviet and Polish officials.
“Watch this! He’s going to take off his clothes!” says someone, point-
ing to the television screen, and it becomes clear that public disrobing
is a form of protest as common, and as predictable, as self-immolation.
Only the first words of Kobiatka’s address—*“Comrade traitors! Com-
rade swine!”—are audible before the sound is turned off by the cen-
sors, and he is left visible on the screen without a sound, “delivering his
mute speech, his accusation for which he had been preparing himself
for the past quarter of a century, his credo formed over many sleepless
nights, his confession rising in a throat parched with all the depths of
humiliation.”?® Kobiatka is taken away, kicking and foaming, while
Tadeusz and his collaborators fall “silent for a moment, as if at the
graveside of someone who had just been buried.”* The mental hospital
where Kobiatka ends up is, in any case, filled with past protesters—
many truth tellers reunited as if in an afterworld.

Everyone, it seems, wants to tell the truth or has one to reveal. If
public protest has limited effect, then the other way of revealing the
truth is literature, or writing, itself. Even Sacher—a former dignitary
of the regime, once driven around in bulletproof limousines, at whose
bidding the names of cities would be changed and people’s heads would
fall—is now writing a memoir to tell “the truth of our times.” With
the “murky, extinguished spark of fanaticism” still in his gaze, Sacher
reveals his loyalties from the start by using the Russian appellative wy
(instead of the properly Polish Pan or ty) to address Tadeusz.** “Was it
you who threw me out of the Party?” Sacher asks. Hearing that it was
rather he, Sacher, who threw Tadeusz and his friends out of the Party,
the old memoir writer is unperturbed. “That could be. I've been getting
mixed up lately,” he says and, instead of dwelling on the past, confesses
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that his briefcase—one he takes everywhere, for fear of being spied on
or searched by the police—contains the manuscript in which “the only
truth about our times” is written. But Tadeusz scorns the old man’s
confession: ”I am a seeker of truth,” he responds. “I saunter around
looking for [the real] truth. Open your briefcase, which used to carry
death sentences. One whiff and I’ll know what sort of truth you have
there.”*! Sacher, he implies, has been on the wrong side of death for too
long to know the difference.

But literature written by underground intellectuals is not capable
of asserting, revealing, or accessing the truth either. Not even stylistic
departure from socialist realism—another failed attempt at truth mak-
ing—can redeem it. The morning of his fellow writers’ visit, Tadeusz
explodes at Rysio: “If you deigned to use punctuation [in your writing],
then maybe one wouldn’t have to die in this country just for show.”*
As a writer and thus a bearer of some responsibility for the pervasive
ethical ruin, Rysio—adept at churning out prize-ready books that are
easy to translate in the West—is guilty of self-indulgent formalism. But
it is allusion—a chief mode of intellectual protest, favored because of
its apparent ability to pierce the closed system of Soviet domination
and discursive control—that is subjected to the most severe ridicule in
A Minor Apocalypse. For all its self-congratulatory cleverness, allusion
turns out to maintain the coherence of the system: it promises escape
by referring to that which appears to lie outside the text, and outside
the system, but it does so only by drawing upon and confirming what
is already known and expected. Rysio’s estranged twin, Edek, happens
to be a philosopher of allusion working for the state office of censor-
ship, where he created an autonomous Department of Allusion. “The
tension caused by the hunger for truth . .. [is] artificially eliminated
by a skillfully employed allusion,” Edek boasts. “For that reason, allu-
sions should not be repressed. . . . After a certain amount of time, the
receiver will prefer an allusion to truth over truth itself.”* While it
promises revelation, allusion constrains knowledge within well-estab-
lished circuits.

Aside from the skillful appropriation of allusion, the regime distorts
history and reality by maintaining a confused temporality cut off from
the rest of the world. There is no connection to the outside and no
means of inserting the Soviet Second World into the continuous histori-
cal time of the larger world. Worse yet, one cannot, in the end, syn-
chronize the unmoored temporality of the Soviet world with the rest of
the planet simply by finding out, from a reliable source, what day it is.
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No such reliable source, in fact, exists. Only the security police have in
their possession a calendar that tells the actual date: “an imported cal-
endar hanging in a safe as big as a room.”* Once a day, the minister of
the interior enters the safe in strict secrecy, tears off a page, and burns it
to ashes. No one outside the ministry knows what day it is because for
years each branch of industry followed its own calendar, with produc-
tivity quotas exceeded here and deadlines unmet there, which wreaked
real havoc in measuring time in general. “Maybe we could find out the
right date from the West?” the protagonist offers. “I haven’t listened
to Radio Free Europe for quite a while.” But Kobiatka, the disrobed
dignitary who is now the source of all this information, only laughs:
“Maybe. . .. The West took up the challenge. They started running
away when we started chasing them, and then they slowed down when
we eased up. They’re exhausted, too.” So, if not from the West, “How
did the calendar get into the Ministry of Security?” Tadeusz asks. But
Kobiatka only shrugs. No one knows where the imported calendar is
imported from, but if it comes from the West, then it certainly does not
tell the date any better.*

The West as a stable reference point against which the vertiginous
dislocation of the Soviet bloc could be assessed and apprehended,
then, may be a figment of propaganda like any other aspect of official
discourse. Just as death cannot guarantee either definitive novelty or
unequivocal truth, so “the West” cannot serve to assure that organic,
linear time, undistorted by deceptive rhetoric, can be found to be run-
ning its course somewhere.*” Even if Soviet regimes appeared to have
“accepted Western temporal hegemony” and effectively treated it as
their own standard, in the novel a reliable temporality is not to be
found on either side of the Iron Curtain.*® In this context, there are two
kinds of rhetoric in play. The first is propaganda: historically specific,
confined to the Soviet bloc, creating the impression that any corruption
of language is due to human manipulation. The second kind of rheto-
ric is that proper to language in general: not historically specific or
geographically confined but usually invisible, leaving us to assume the
basic capacity of language to be referential. Both kinds of rhetoric are
deceptive, but only one is acknowledged to be thus. Both effect a distor-
tion in the relation of language to world, but only the first is remarked
on while the second remains hidden. The difference between totalitar-
ian and ordinary language—habitually framed through the opposition
between opacity and clarity, mendacity and truthfulness, detachment
from reality and perfect referentiality—is in fact a difference in the



38 | Frames of Intelligibility

modes of distortion specific to each and in the ethical and political
values assigned to them.

In light of this realization, the problem of Soviet-era East European
culture is no longer that there is no connection either to a stable outside
world or to a reality hidden under falsehood; and it is no longer a ques-
tion of forging such a connection at some great personal risk—whether
through romantic martyrdom, literary allusion, or public disrobing.
Before, it was possible to believe that all one needed was the right amount
of courage exercised in the right circumstances through the right form.
Now—on the other side of the realization that neither death nor the
West offers a stable reference point—there can no longer be an outside
as such. There can be no undistorted outside to the presumably distorted
Second World. Their polar opposition is itself an effect of language.

AN ALLEGORY OF ITRONY

A Minor Apocalypse, then, appears allegorical through and through.
Every detail is meaningful and can be mapped directly onto an abstrac-
tion: the search for truth; the fate of the Polish nation or the entire
Soviet bloc; the problem of how to emerge out of ethical ruin; the insti-
tution of historical novelty. The often-hyperbolic language and the
satirical tone of the novel invite such readings all the more. Konwicki
himself gestures toward a specific allegory most clearly when Tadeusz
meets a Russian woman among the subversives who train him in self-
immolation. The voluptuous, passionate “granddaughter of Lenin” is
unlike any of the spent people Tadeusz is used to seeing. The two fall in
love, and their intermittent encounters throughout the day are the only
times Tadeusz feels freed of the otherwise-ubiquitous cynicism. Her
name is Nadziezda, which translates as Nadzieja in Polish and as Hope
in English. But because (unlike in Russian or English) “Nadzieja” in
Polish is not a proper name, she can only be an allegory for Hope itself.
This apparently fixed meaning, however—allegorical because abstract
and unequivocal at the same time—cannot hold because, as a Rus-
sian woman, she cannot signify Hope to a Polish man of Tadeusz’s
historical situation. Russia stands for corruption and oppression; to
align Nadziezda the woman with Hope is highly ambivalent. Their
love appears sincere, and her body offers a promise of genuine refuge,
yet the two contradictory significations of her figure—as Hope and as
Russia—cannot be reconciled and, instead, render her illegible.
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This illegibility of a Hope that is also, impossibly, identified with
Russia itself disrupts the allegorical scheme most definitively in A
Minor Apocalypse, in which the guarantee of reference is already
undermined by the removal of both death and the West as possible
hinges that might serve to affix the Soviet world either to a world-his-
torical time or to truth. The simple one-to-one mapping of vehicle and
tenor assured by allegory, in other words—a mapping that guarantees
certainty even if it does so artificially and at the cost of abstraction—is
disrupted by a multiplicity of intersecting and contradictory mappings.
The one-to-one adequation of the sensible reality of a woman to an
abstract concept—which is to say, the possibility of unequivocal mean-
ing assured by allegory—breaks down.

If the novel as a whole is an allegory, then it may be said to be
an allegory of irony. Irony, as de Man has written, enters into dis-
course as soon as the possibility even of double meaning is admitted.
Once uncertainty of reference is allowed into reading, the possibility
of secure knowledge is undermined by a “permanent parabasis” that,
henceforth, afflicts all language.* The more profound effect of irony—
beyond introducing local difficulties of interpretation that might be
contained to a single text—is that it “splits the subject into an empirical
self that exists in a state of inauthenticity and a self that exists only in
the form of a language that asserts the knowledge of this inauthentic-
ity.” But this knowledge, de Man insists, does not in turn have the
redeeming effect of rendering either the subject or its language authen-
tic.’® Both the inauthenticity and the split are irremovable.

A Minor Apocalypse—as an allegory of irony—will permit mul-
tiple allegorizations and thus multiple uses. In the next section of this
chapter, it will be an allegory of knowledge production, of the search
for novelty, and of the limits of radical breaks. At the same time, the
novel is also most fundamentally about irony—which “demonstrates
the impossibility of our being historical”—as a constitutive condition
of knowledge.’!

TIMELINESS AND POSTSOCIALIST NEWNESS

To show how this lesson derived from A Minor Apocalypse (for alle-
gory, even an allegory of irony, is a didactic figure) applies to the realm
of knowledge production about a region once known as the Soviet
bloc, one more scene from the novel offers itself as instructive. The



40 | Frames of Intelligibility

apocalypse in the novel’s title raises the specter of a final revelation of
truth or newness. But this possibility is compromised from the begin-
ning by the way in which the protagonist was selected for his mission.
Demanding an explanation, he learns that he was chosen because he
was neither too famous to be sacrificed nor too obscure for his death
to go unnoticed. “Your life story, your personality are perfect for this
situation,” his fellow dissidents tell him. “You’re the one, old man.”*?
Radical newness, it turns out, can be imagined only from the starting
point of a familiar, existing script; it depends on carefully negotiated
recombinations of the same. This may be taken as a further sign of the
ethical corruption and cynicism that pervade the world of the novel. I
read it, however, as an allegory for the limits to historical change and
to our attempts to account for it. Read in this way, the scene makes
visible the epistemic conditions that underlie the formation of scholarly
fields in response to historical change and the economy of the same
within which they develop.

As Jacques Derrida argues in “Psyche: Inventions of the Other,” the
“economy of the same” emerges less as an obstacle to either produc-
ing new knowledge or accounting for novelty than as a rule embed-
ded within the structure of invention itself. An invention counts as an
invention not simply when it constitutes or institutes something hereto-
fore unknown or nonexistent. On the one hand, it requires institutional
recognition: “There could be no invention without status” because any
invention relies on preexisting authority in order to become intelligi-
ble at all and to become intelligible as new.** The distinction between
institutional legitimation and recognition of authentic novelty thus
becomes blurred: an invention can be a genuine invention only when it
is declared to be new. On the other hand, for something to become an
invention, it must also be able to originate something in its turn and
thus (to recall, for a moment, Benjamin’s terms) to acquire an exchange
value of its own in the market of ideas. “To invent,” writes Derrida,
“is to produce iterability and the machine for reproduction and simula-
tion, in an indefinite number of copies, utilizable outside the place of
invention.”* Paradoxically, then, for something new to be recognized
as such, it must also lend itself to abstraction and repetition. It must
be stripped of its own singularity and made universalizable, for “if the
inventor finds only a particular truth, he is but a half-inventor. . . . Uni-
versality is . . . the ideal objectivity, thus unlimited recurrence.””®

It is with a simultaneous attention to irony (which reveals the con-
stitutive split between language and reality) and to the economy of
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the same (which governs the invention of any new knowledge)—both
of which are allegorized in A Minor Apocalypse—that recent work
on Eastern Europe becomes open to critique. Critique does not entail
here remarking on the shortcomings of individual works or assessing
the relative adequacy of particular subfields of ongoing methodologi-
cal and disciplinary transformations. It means, rather, rendering intel-
ligible—from a certain distance and with attention to the underlying
conceptions of language, knowledge, history, and temporality—the
politics and effects of the production of putatively new forms of knowl-
edge. These general reflections are not meant to suggest that recent
work on the region is not valuable but rather to consider the adequacy
and the newness of this knowledge production. For the economy of
the same, inherent in the structure of invention, comes to mitigate any
radical newness that might be produced through such epistemic proce-
dures, still grounded as they are, on the one hand, within area studies
and, on the other hand, within continuities dictated by particular disci-
plines themselves. Adding to Roland Barthes’s definition of critique as
“the construction of the intelligibility of our own time,” Wendy Brown
has noted that it requires “both close attunement to the times and
aggressive violation of their self-conception.”® The relevant questions
become: What are the perceptible epistemic indexes of novelty? How
is the passage of the category “Eastern Europe” out of existence either
hindered or enabled by recent rethinking, and what are the conditions
of its dissolution?

The passing of “Eastern Europe” is not only a historical problem—
of how a certain political, economic, and cultural entity may come to
reorganize itself in response to, and in the course of, empirical changes
in politics, economies, or cultures. It is also an epistemological and dis-
cursive problem, and as such it is marked by its own nonsynchronicity.
On this register, since the mid-twentieth century, “Eastern Europe” as
a category operative in Western academic institutions has been tethered
to the Cold War and colonial organization of knowledge otherwise
known as area studies—a kind of interdisciplinarity that nonetheless
does not permit a free exchange or mutual influence among disciplines
and that maintains, instead, a frozen hierarchy of knowledge whose
production is subordinated to an external political and economic exi-
gency. Such disciplines as political science and economics have been
decisive in this organization of knowledge, with the study of literature
playing the accessory role of propping language instruction and cul-
tural literacy. Because of this hierarchy—aimed primarily at gathering
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and producing instrumental information—and because it is rooted in
supposedly objective, already given political and economic conditions,
Slavic studies continues to be marked by a residual positivism. Regard-
less of discipline, it treats language as fully transparent and adequate
to reality.

One consequence of the area studies paradigm is that knowledge
about Eastern Europe has tended to be produced in direct response to
and with explicit fidelity to empirical developments, practical dilem-
mas, and political crises. In the aftermath of 1989, only the subfield of
transitology, itself brand-new and involved most directly in following
the unfolding political, economic, and institutional transformations,
retained that unproblematic self-evidence while other disciplinary
approaches responded more directly to the epistemological opening
brought on by the fall of the Soviet Union.’” For, however momen-
tarily, the post-1989 transitions laid bare this constitutive belatedness
of area studies—in the neutral sense of belatedness, of knowledge com-
ing after its object, in which basic categories of inquiry appear as given
and dictated by the world itself. The temporary disruption of stable
forms of political, economic, and social organization in the suddenly
former Soviet bloc, in other words, foregrounded the need for new
methodologies and languages that would be adequate to the task of
apprehending emergent phenomena. At the same time, this has been an
ambivalent and partial opening at best. Any novel approach would be
tempered by the need for a given that, as Wlad Godzich has argued, is
at the basis of any disciplinary (trans)formation. That which is thought
to be “given” serves to stabilize disciplines, especially ones undergoing
a crisis, by positing a stable ground of knowledge as distinct from that
which may then safely be shown to be “constructed.” In light of this
insight, transitology and the continued centrality of the social sciences
in the study of the region more generally work to counterbalance the
more critical tendencies that, if allowed to proceed unchecked, might
threaten to dismantle the entire system.”®

It is in these conditions that the need for new ways of thinking about
the newly former Soviet bloc rose to the status of an important prob-
lem.* The introduction of “gender” and “women” as categories of
analysis into Slavic studies is one example of such promotion of epis-
temological and even political priorities over strictly positivist ones.
At the same time, it is also an instructive case in which the persistent,
constitutive belatedness embedded within area studies—a belatedness
that, paradoxically, appears to its practitioners as perfect timeliness—is
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revealed. After 1989, a consensus slowly emerged that the time had
come to attend to gender issues in the region.®® In this way, women’s
and gender studies approaches from other areas of the academy were
coming to influence Slavic studies and brought with them the potential
for an explicitly critical, rather than mimetic, model of knowledge pro-
duction, one that would rely on positing a theoretical frame warranted
not by putatively empirical reality but by a priori political or epistemo-
logical commitments. Yet the necessity of this new work was primarily
justified not by a feminist or any other explicitly liberatory commit-
ment but by the apparently sudden emergence of “women” as impor-
tant social actors in the region after 1989. Oblivious to the way in
which their pursuit of timeliness resulted in actual belatedness, schol-
ars investigating this “new” problematic were confronted with the fact
that area studies had failed to keep up with the world after all—that
it had failed to grasp the times despite (or perhaps because of) having
kept such a close watch over history.®! This example reminds us that
historical newness is something distinct from epistemological newness
because the paradoxical temporality of the gender question in Slavic
studies has put in plain view the fact of a more general separation of
this organization of knowledge from reality.

Ambivalent and partial as such openings toward self-reflexivity may
be, however, it is precisely here that the passing of area studies itself—as
a dominant paradigm that produces and maintains the category “Eastern
Europe,” albeit under renovated toponyms—must be tracked.®? Postco-
lonial studies, in this context, provides a model of a successful rerouting
of area studies paradigms concerned with other parts of the non-Western
world into a self-consciously critical, even oppositional, paradigm. In
light of this postcolonial precedent, postsocialism has been proffered
as a parallel term that might help inaugurate new research agendas, in
anthropology in particular, while postcolonial theory, as well as cul-
tural studies approaches more generally, has been experimented with in
the humanities. To return to Derrida’s reflections on the economy of
invention, these two approaches to the historically new condition of the
former Soviet world—postsocialism and postcolonialism—have endeav-
ored to inscribe it into a continuous relation with the rest of the world
and thus to forge new meanings—precisely by relying, to an important
extent, on the inventiveness, and thus on the institutional status and the
reproducibility, of postcolonial studies.

The languages borrowed in the process have not been used uncriti-
cally. Debates over their accuracy and applicability have reached
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mainstream academia in the United States as well as public and aca-
demic discourses in the countries of the region.®® As Sharad Chari and
Katherine Verdery write in their illuminating piece on the intersections
of the postcolonial and the postsocialist,

Over time, “postsocialism” too came to signify a critical standpoint,
in several senses: critical of the socialist past and of possible socialist
futures; critical of the present as neoliberal verities about transition,
markets, and democracy were being imposed upon former socialist
spaces; and critical of the possibilities for knowledge as shaped by
Cold War institutions. Here, postsocialist studies began to converge
somewhat with the agenda of postcolonial studies. Just as postco-
loniality had become a critical perspective on the colonial present,
postsocialism could become a similarly critical standpoint on the
continuing social and spatial effects of Cold War power and knowl-
edge (such as in the remaking of markets, property rights, demo-
cratic institutions, workplaces, consumption, families, gender/sexual
relations, or communities). Although postcolonial scholars have
focused more on questions of epistemology than have postsocialist
scholars, broader areas of similarity make our posts comparable
enough to conceive of a traffic in ideas between them.®*

Postsocialist anthropology, thus, positions itself as “the necessary corrective
to the deficits of ‘transitology’”—it is attentive to “human” activities and
to “real people and their social practices,” in distinction from the abstract
models and statistical generalizations of political science and economics.®
Its criticality is attenuated, however, by internal disciplinary assumptions
and commitments, in which language is basically stable and transparent so
that “real people” can be reliably accessed as native informants, in principle
legible and representative of their context. In the humanities, “postsocial-
ism” as a critical possibility has been much less in circulation, while the old-
new postcolonial vocabularies of “colonizer and colonized” or “hybridity”
have gained a foothold and spurred often productive (but sometimes merely
reductive) rereadings of familiar texts and settled histories.®

These new fields of inquiry have not escaped the paradox of inven-
tion that Derrida implicitly identifies: on the one hand, the reliance on the
economy of the same, sometimes fully avowed and sometimes unnoticed;®”
and, on the other hand, the conflation of novelty with alterity—the sense
that it is enough to use a new language, to apply or develop new narratives,
in order to account for the otherness of this new historical moment and to
institute genuinely new modes of knowledge. They have also not been able
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to maintain in view the separation of language and knowledge from real-
ity revealed by irony. In these pursuits of new knowledge, the aim has been
to close the gap between knowledge and reality—a gap that appears to
have resulted from empirical change (the lifting of censorship and thus the
freedom to pursue the truth) but that was there, invisible, all along—and
to close this gap through ever more timely studies “on the ground” and
through ever more precise articulations. Any momentary glimpses of the
inadequation of knowledge to reality are taken to result from imperfect
formulations or methodologies, rather than from a condition fundamental
to language. The difference between these two perspectives on knowledge
production may be compared to the difference between two notions of
irony. The more common notion of knowledge production, which makes
it possible to isolate irony and to locate it in particular texts or even in
specific places within texts—and thus makes it possible to speak of an
irony—is relatively reassuring. Even as it allows for the failure of any par-
ticular concept, model, study, or approach, the assumption that it is in
principle both necessary and possible to produce more perfect ones is not
itself in question. In this view shared by positivist modes of knowledge
production regardless of discipline, failure is always localizable and cor-
rectible. In contrast, de Man’s—and, it must be said, Konwicki’s—notion
of irony does not admit an article and, therefore, cannot be located or
contained, even temporarily. It afflicts all language and knowledge. The
only way to remedy it is to allow it in.

The fundamental insight of A Minor Apocalypse as it applies to
knowledge in general—the recognition of the permanent separation
of language from “truth”—is, therefore, on a different register than
that of a corrective to newly produced knowledge about the region. It
goes beyond even disciplinary openings to reorganize actually existing
constellations of knowledge production because it shows limits of any
rethinking that might be carried out in such disciplinary—and thus
institutional—contexts. One particular limit may be glimpsed from
within the novel itself: if the protagonist were able to look at the state
of Slavic studies in the United States in the first decade of the twenty-
first century, he would see a reflection of much the same world as that
found in the novel itself. He would certainly keep on asking if any-
one happened to know the correct date: Russian is still the dominant
language; if for no better reason than the self-perpetuating logic of
institutional associations, Poland, Ukraine, Lithuania, and Belarus are
still detached from the rest of the world, apparently fated to continue
as Russian dominions; and Konwicki’s own novel is readable only as a
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satire of a long-past world. It is readable as yet another work of litera-
ture heroic enough to have defied the censors—in its time.

If one wants an accurate reflection of the post-1989 “revolutions”
in Eastern Europe, then either area studies does not offer such a view
or the compromised view it does offer captures something of the truth
after all. The fundamental misprision of “Eastern Europe” by modes
of knowledge produced about it—a misprision exacerbated and laid
bare in the course of post-1989 transitions but not confined to that
moment—does not reflect an essential instability of “Eastern Europe”
in itself. This instability belongs, instead, to existing modes and orga-
nization of knowledge. Literature and critique, in this particular case
but with consequences for knowledge production in general, help resist
such tendencies toward enclosure.



CHAPTER 2

Strategies of Accession

Europe and Deixis

Once, I was an Eastern European; then I was promoted to the rank of Central

European. . .. Then a few months ago, I became a New European. But before
I had the chance to get used to this status. . . . I have now become a non-core
European. . . . In our town, this is how we become cosmopolitans.

PETER ESTERHAZY

Dreams reach here a little used.

ANDRZE] STASIUK

At stake in becoming European is becoming intelligible. But Europe
is a matter of language—a matter of discourse shaped by particular
histories and practices of self-identification, and thus also a matter of
utterance and deixis. Becoming European means coming to inhabit
this language authentically, without—to risk a metaphor—a percep-
tible foreign accent.

This proposition is distinct from the familiar statement that Europe’s
boundaries, be they geographic or cultural, are notoriously unstable.
Historians of the idea of Europe readily acknowledge this indetermi-
nacy of European identity—virtually the only constant in the array of
genealogies that trace the idea of Europe from its mythical or philo-
sophical foundations to its contemporary elaborations. A more implicit
but equally persistent point of agreement is that, whatever Europe may
or may not be, it is most recognizably itself in the northwestern part of
the continent. Habitually identified with the very essence of Europe, the
mutual implication of developments such as the modern nation-state,
capitalism, secularism, political and economic liberalism, Enlighten-
ment, and overseas colonial expansion serves to delineate its geography
without the need to enumerate precisely who counts as European. As a

47
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philosophical idea, finally, Europe is infinitely elastic; it is marked by
a unique capacity “of relating in a negative fashion to [itself] and the
ensuing openness to all others,” which entails the ability not merely
to incorporate but also to anticipate and even to welcome any critique
that might appear to undermine it.!

The instability and openness are balanced and secured, however, by
the hermetic stability of the deictic “we” from within Europe.? This
becomes discernible when we consider what happens when an Eastern
European is confronted with this avowedly open, indeterminate idea
of Europe: initial self-recognition and seamless identification give way
first to uncertainty and then to the realization that, after all, “Europe”
does not include Eastern Europe unless the latter is explicitly invoked.
It turns out that the slippage and openness characteristic of the idea
of Europe can be celebrated only from within it, while those already,
implicitly included in the deictic “we” are exempt from the obligation to
make explicit its precise referent. “The identity of ‘Europe’ has always
been uncertain and imprecise,” writes Anthony Pagden, but Europeans
have also “persistently described themselves, usually when faced with
cultures they found indescribably alien, to be not merely British or Ger-
man or Spanish but also European.” And, as Umberto Eco has put it,
the common feeling that “makes the behavior and taste of someone
from France, Spain, or Germany seem more familiar to us than those
of others” holds true “even for the least cultivated of us Europeans.”
The deictic nature of “Europe” helps to understand why, if Europe is
supposed to have porous boundaries, it nonetheless appears to outsid-
ers as quite self-certain and well guarded. The inside-outside boundary
is etched in discourses about Europe much more insidiously by acts of
enunciation than by the assignation of borders and proper names.

Eastern Europe’s accession to Europe—a cultural, historical, and
above all discursive problem whose temporal and epistemological
parameters exceed the more punctual event of some Eastern Euro-
pean states’ accession to the institutional apparatus of the European
Union—exposes and runs against this deictic aspect of European iden-
tity. Accession to the European Union concerns the adoption of legal
norms and fiscal policies; it can be dated to the two enlargement trea-
ties of 2004 and 2007 and to the pre-enlargement proceedings that
began soon after the fall of the Berlin Wall; its progress can be mea-
sured, finally, by economic indices, cross-border mobility, or increased
exchanges across the former Iron Curtain. Accession to Europe, how-
ever, is something of a different order, temporal as much as cultural.
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It is a problem of discursivity, one for which no adequate language
exists. Eastern European countries’ accession to Europe is thus a mat-
ter of deixis—not an objective struggle over the name and boundaries
of Europe, but a matter of coming to inhabit it and to speak for it from
within.

What, precisely, constitutes the barrier in this latter kind of acces-
sion—beyond the construction of Eastern Europe as backward with
respect to Europe and, thus, as located in a different time—will emerge
from recent reflections by Western European intellectuals on the
bases of future European unity, and from Eastern European writers’
own attempts to assert Europeanness through certain acts of cultural
translation that, paradoxically, foreground this barrier the more they
endeavor to overcome it. The works central to this chapter, Henryk
Sienkiewicz’s novel In Desert and Wilderness (1911) and Ryszard
Kapuscinski’s essays in The Other (2006), are two such moments of
failed cultural translation—moments when something like a deictic
language first of imperial, and then of postimperial, Europe reveals
itself at the same time as it resists full appropriation. The first work
is a children’s novel, set in the 1880s in British colonial Sudan and
Egypt, in which a Polish boy named Sta$ performs admirable acts rang-
ing from rescuing an elephant to converting Africans to Christianity.
The second work is a small collection of lectures on cultural, religious,
and racial otherness given by a journalist who was Poland’s first for-
eign correspondent working in the Third World. Culled from opposing
ends of the twentieth century—the first colonial, the second avowedly
postcolonial and postimperial—Sienkiewicz’s and Kapu$cinski’s texts
betray them as impostors who adopt European speech without being
able to either completely account for or fully assume the European
identity inscribed in that speech. Yet even as they fail to assert belong-
ing within Europe, their very failure reveals something that otherwise
goes unnoticed and disavowed: the persistence, and the vital role, of
colonial discourses and histories in acts of European self-identification
across the twentieth century.

The unintended outcome of these flawed translations is to show that
Western European colonialism is not simply a fact of the past that con-
cerns only the former imperial powers but also an uncertain inheritance
that all Europeans, including the newly included, are compelled to speak
for.” Through rhetorical and affective strategies aimed at erasing or renego-
tiating the line drawn within the continent of Europe by distinct memories
of and relations to empire, Sienkiewicz and Kapusciniski have attempted to
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inscribe Eastern Europe within Europe by sharing in that which (Western)
Europeans have “exploited, imported, and translated” in their own colonial
encounters.® The success of the ongoing transition into the West depends in
part on the eventual success of this translation. The “not yet” of the transi-
tion, in other words, rests on the “not quite” of the translation—a transla-
tion through which the deictic “we, here, now” of the European present
might come to include those who do not share the same historical memory.

Bringing this to light foregrounds the subjective dimension of the
process of accession to Europe, which goes beyond empirical indices of
progress and development and beyond the capacity to comply with insti-
tutional norms. It will also call attention to the conceptual and discur-
sive deficit that mars the process of European enlargement after 1989. In
what language, in what common terms, might the whole of Europe be
accurately captured? For the time being, there are only borrowed, partial
languages, provisional and imperfect. And because the very process that
reveals this deficit is commonly thought to be transitional, a temporary
matter of adjustment, the deficit itself goes unnoticed.

AN INARTICULABLE EUROPEAN PRESENT

Speaking in 1990 about the problem of European identity, Jacques Der-
rida asks: “Is there a completely new ‘today’ of Europe beyond all the
exhausted programs of Eurocentrism and anti-Eurocentrism, these
exhausting yet unforgettable programs?”” If it is difficult to assert the
promise of this moment in Europe’s history or to find sure signs of
renewal, that is because, he notes,

Old Europe seems to have exhausted all the possibilities of discourse
and counter-discourse about its own identification. Dialectic in

all its essential forms, including those that comprehend and entail
anti-dialectic, has always been in the service of this autobiography
of Europe, even when it took on the appearance of a confession. For
avowal, guilt, and self-accusation no more escape this old program
than does the celebration of the self.®

Poised between a simultaneous opening and closing, between the
demolition of the Berlin Wall and the building of a Fortress Europe,
the “today” in Derrida’s question calls for a redefinition of European
identity—even as the dangers of identity have been made apparent in
every previous attempt at such redefinition in Europe’s history.



Strategies of Accession | 51

It is not at all certain here, in The Other Heading, in what relation East-
ern Europe might stand to Western Europe—whether Eastern Europe is
already included in this “Europe” putting itself into question and whether
it is taking part in this “today,” sharing in its exhaustion and renewal; or
if it serves, instead, to prompt this opening from the outside. If the year
1990 points to the latter—this year, just after the fall of the Berlin Wall,
must be, after all, what makes this present moment significant as a point
of departure toward something new—then Derrida also takes care not
to ground this new crisis of identity by reference to a place, a time, or a
particular subject. “What is proper to a culture is not to be identical to
itself,” he writes, “not to be able to identify itself, to be able to say ‘me’
or ‘we’; to be able to take the form of a subject only in the non-identity to
itself or . . . only in the difference with itself.”” The same may be said of the
apparent unicity or self-evidence of “today”: no “present” moment is iden-
tical to itself. For all its punctuality, it echoes and recalls other moments.
For all its putative universality, there is no “today”—or, there is 7ot yet a
today—that might be shared, accessed, or lived by a European collectivity
that includes both parts of Europe.

Derrida’s reflection brings into focus the question: How might East-
ern Europe, entering “Europe” under the sign of backwardness, finally
come to share in its present and become its contemporary? Even as Derrida
labors to articulate Europe’s nonidentity with itself and to resist delineat-
ing an identifiable subject with concrete traits or boundaries, there is no
doubt that he speaks as a European and from within Europe as his posi-
tion of enunciation. From the point of view of Eastern Europe, however,
inhabiting that position has not been fully accomplished but remains a
matter of bridging a gap. In other words, if within Europe the only way of
moving beyond Eurocentrism is in zot being able to say “we”—and being
open, instead, to the possibility that “we no longer know very well what or
who goes by this name”—then at stake in Eastern Europe’s ongoing acces-
sion is, precisely, finally being able to say “we Europeans.”'® From this
other side, it is crucial not only to identify what Europeanness means but
also to identify with it and to embody it authentically and convincingly.

These simultaneous imperatives—one toward an opening and the
other toward a closure of European identity—constitute one of the
unnoticed contradictions of European unification and enlargement
after the fall of the Berlin Wall. The problem of Eastern Europe’s
integration into Europe concerns the possibility of a common pres-
ent—that is, of a contemporaneous, coeval relation between Western
and Eastern Europe. The problem stems from the legacy of Western
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colonial histories and discourses. But Derrida’s reflection on the critical
elasticity of the idea of “Europe”—a trait long considered to be unique
to Europe—points to its constitutive limitation: Europe cannot find
a proper language of self-identification that would go beyond Euro-
centrism because any avowal of responsibility threatens to become an
occasion for a celebration of the self.

Because it has always been defined as noncoincident with Europe, East-
ern Europe cannot directly participate in Europe’s self-questioning. In
1990, it can at best be understood as an external prompt for this question-
ing. As Marc Crépon observes, this is how the legacy of Western colonial
histories and discourses continues to affect intra-European relations:

A dividing line runs through Europe. It separates the member
states, as well as those aspiring to become members, into two
groups. On the one side, the majority of these states has in com-
mon the fact that their relation with the rest of the world has
taken . . . the form of colonial domination. . . . What they have in
common is that they carry within their histories, and have in their
present, traces of this appropriation. . . . On the other side, the
majority of the newly integrated member states . . . and of those
aspiring to enter . . . have an entirely other memory of empire."

This dividing line—the distinct traces and memories of empire in the
two parts of Europe—is not only a fact of the past but intrudes into
Europe in the present. It demands to be worked through, translated
into a new cultural relation and a new “today.”

This dividing line has a double effect. The first consists in the simple
fact of discrete histories, with Western and Eastern Europe following dif-
ferent paths in political development, industrialization, and cultural pro-
duction, depending on their respective relations to, or positions within,
empire. This might still be thought of in terms of a neutral, horizontal
difference without a hierarchical division, if it were not for a second
effect: the subjection of Eastern Europe to Western European colonial
discourses on the one hand, and its historical domination by contigu-
ous empires on the other.!? This subjection makes it possible to say, for
example, as Tony Judt has asserted, that a crucial difference between
post—=World War II Western and Eastern Europe consists in their respec-
tive ability or inability to manage traumatic histories. While Western
Europe was able to move through it and past it successfully, Eastern
Europe has remained trapped in incompatible and unsettled narratives
of victimization and guilt.” Eastern Europe’s subjection to Western
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colonial discourses is also what underwrites the pervasive account of
Eastern European nationalisms as not merely different from Western
European ones but backward with respect to them and more violent.™* It
is also, finally, what dictates the terms of many philanthropic and non-
governmental interventions in Eastern Europe after 1989, which have
treated it as a new frontier of development. Whenever a cultural or his-
torical trait is ascribed to the region, it is often informed by this imperial
divide, which assigns Eastern Europe to a different time and constructs
its cultural difference as a temporal distance from Europe proper.
Present-day accounts of Eastern Europe’s emergence from its isola-
tion and of its confrontation with Europe as an embodiment of prog-
ress and tolerance struggle to delineate its precise difference. Tropes
of postcommunist “awakening,” coupled with quasi-psychoanalytic
narratives of long-buried tensions, serve to convey the need for East-
ern Europe’s tutelage in properly European openness. Thus references
to Eastern Europeans’ imputed incapacity to manage hostility can be
found everywhere from scholarly projects to newspaper articles, so
that the peaceful transitions in Eastern Europe are deemed remark-
able while the “flaring” of tensions in the Balkans and the Caucasus,
often described as “tribal,” actually confirms expectations a priori
set out by this discourse. As one research project describes it, this
“borderlands” region presents the contemporary—which is to say,
developed—world with a troubling anachronism: “The broad swath
of territory running from the Baltic into Central and Eastern Europe,
then into Southeastern Europe and Asia Minor, has been the site of
some of the most sustained and intense ethnic violence in the modern
era. ... Communist power largely (though by no means completely)
suppressed ethnic violence for nearly forty-five years, but with the
collapse of communism, it has reemerged with a vengeance in the
Balkans and Caucasus. Even areas that have not been marked by
intense violence have encountered the seemingly intractable problems
of diversity.”" The trope of slumber and subsequent awakening at
work here informs other scholars’ perspectives as well. Invoking this
common notion, Aniké Imre writes that a central question facing
contemporary Eastern Europe “is how [discourses on colonization,
race, and . . . whiteness] have managed to stay submerged for so long.
With the collapse of socialism, East Europeans have suddenly awak-
ened from their relative imprisonment within the Soviet Bloc to find
their national boundaries vulnerable to influence from a world that
has moved on to an increasingly transnational order.”!® The Soviet
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era, here as in the “borderlands” project, is thus figured as a tempo-
rary lid that served to contain innate propensities.

This discourse obscures, rather than illuminates, Eastern Europe’s
complex positioning with respect to Western European colonial histo-
ries as well as its own history of contiguous empire. It severs it from
Europe, leaving the latter in the position to claim that it has overcome
the legacies of colonialism, and renders moot any avowal of respon-
sibility and mutual coimplication such as Crépon’s. Dipesh Chakrab-
arty provides another set of terms that might be borrowed to articulate
Eastern Europe’s accession to Europe, to say that it is underwritten
by the historicist transition narrative. Historicism, as Chakrabarty has
written in the context of colonial India’s unequal relation to Europe
(“the sovereign, theoretical subject of all histories”), is what “made
modernity or capitalism look not simply global but rather as something
that became global over time, by originating in one place (Europe)
and then spreading outside it. This “first in Europe, then elsewhere’
structure of global historical time was historicist.”"’Distinct as India
and Eastern Europe may be in their positioning in relation to Western
colonial histories and discourses, both are subjected to this epistemic
structure, according to which any common “today” of an expanded
Europe depends on Eastern Europe bridging its own temporal distance.
Eastern Europe does not yet share the same present with Western
Europe. Acceding to a shared “today” means also coming to occupy
the position of enunciation of a common “we.” As Crépon writes, for
the former colonial powers “it has always been easy to say ‘we’ on the
scene of European history and to try to impose themselves on the world
stage. For the other [group of states], being heard in this ‘we’ . . . was
always (and remains so today) perceived as a major difficulty and one
of the principal tasks imposed by history.”® The deictic triad “we,
here, now” is, thus, a crucial site of struggle in the ongoing integration.

If 1990 presented an occasion to reflect on European identity,
another moment of crisis came with the US invasion of Iraq in 2003,
when Western European intellectuals felt compelled to establish as
precisely as possible what held Europe together. As some candidate
countries, scheduled for entry into the EU the following year, chose
to support the United States over the objections of France and Ger-
many, and as Donald Rumsfeld carved Europe into Old and New
and thus solidified a new divide, there was an urgent need to propose
counterdefinitions and to articulate the bases for a common cultural
identity and political unity. In a public statement entitled “February
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15, or, What Binds Europeans Together: Plea for a Common Foreign
Policy, Beginning in Core Europe,” Jurgen Habermas and Jacques Der-
rida issued a call to their fellow Europeans, seeking to find a balance
between maintaining Europe’s essential openness and outlining con-
crete traits and values that might give it meaning nonetheless. Umberto
Eco, Gianni Vattimo, and others soon joined them, through responses
published in major newspapers across Western Europe.”” At such a
moment, even a partial avowal of postimperial responsibility or the
rare recognition, such as Crépon’s, that the “colonial fracture” contin-
ued to inform intra-European relations gave way to habitual modes of
Europe’s self-identification.

This articulation of European identity under threat merits atten-
tion here because the deictic character of “Europe” emerges in it as if
between the lines, as a matter of reflex rather than overt analysis. To be
sure, there are explicit references to the Eastern European allies of the
United States that signed the “Letter of Eight” pledging to support the
United States—expressions of disappointment, outrage, even rebuke,
which make it clear that the candidate countries, “while certainly work-
ing hard for their admission into the EU, are nevertheless not yet ready
to place limits on the sovereignty that they have so recently regained.”?°
And it is against Eastern countries’ imputed political immaturity that
(core) Europe’s tested ability to “painfully learn how differences can
be communicated, contradictions institutionalized, and tensions stabi-
lized” offers itself as a model and a point of resistance.?!

The exclusion of Eastern European candidate countries from “core”
Europe is, thus, justified by their regrettable response to the exigency
of the moment. But it is in places where “Europe” speaks for itself—
where the participants in this public debate focus on delineating prop-
erly European traits and values, in distinction from both the United
States and Eastern Europe—that the deictic divide emerges in terms
that transcend the moment of crisis. In this demarcation of Europe’s
boundaries from within, deixis is at work not only in “we, here, now”
invoked but also in affective attachments and evaluations of certain
historical events.

And so, in “An Uncertain Europe between Rebirth and Decline,”
Eco enumerates the historical experiences, and even feelings, that
Europeans hold in common: “We all have suffered dictatorships” and
“We all have experienced war in our own land, and the state of perma-
nent danger.” If these facts can still be ascribed to all of Europe, includ-
ing the East, the statement that “we all have experienced the failure
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of colonialism and the loss of our empires” makes it clear that he is
referring to the West.?> The “we all” is finally underpinned by Europe’s
imperial history, which, cast here as an experience and a memory
rather than merely an event, seals the “we” in a firmly demarcated
community. The loss of empire, moreover, described in the passive
voice, appears to be something that happened 0 Europe and some-
thing whose import lies in its effect on Europe. From this perspective,
the primary meaning of imperial history lies in the fact of its having
been traumatic to the former powers—precisely in its painful passing.
In their own joint statement on the bases of future European cultural
identity and political unity, Habermas and Derrida invoke this history
in a similar way: “Each of the great European nations has experienced
the bloom of its imperial power” and “Each has had to work through
the experience of the loss of its empire.”?® But empire is thinkable in
terms of bloom and loss only from within Europe—terms incompatible
with a world-historical view that would take Europe’s “others” into
account.

The much more proximate—geographically as well as historically—
event of the fall of the Berlin Wall figures here, in the debate over the
future of Europe, in ways equally oblivious to any perspectives outside
the (Western) European: it is, openly, a source of anxiety, albeit an
anxiety successfully overcome; it is, at first, a potential threat but one
that has been well managed, testifying to Europe’s resilience. “Europe
on this side of the Iron Curtain,” the writers contend with undisguised
nostalgia, developed “features of a common political mentality . . . so
that others often recognize us as Europeans rather than as Germans
or French.” This mentality includes the traits of civility, compromise,
and openness to others. And, even though “the fortunate historical
constellation in which West Europeans developed this kind of men-
tality in the shadow of the Cold War has changed since 1989-90,”
nonetheless “the mentality has survived the context from which it
sprang.”?* Just as, for the formerly colonized, it would be inconceivable
to consider decolonization in terms of loss, so for most Eastern Euro-
peans it would be difficult to imagine the Cold War as a “fortunate
constellation.” While it is irreconcilable with the perspective of those
people most directly affected by them, the particular affective charge
attached to both events—the “loss” of empires and the breach of the
Iron Curtain—works alongside the deictic “we” to show that the fis-
sure between Western and Eastern Europe is affective and rhetorical as
much as it is historical and discursive.



Strategies of Accession | 57

But the imperial dividing line running through Europe is visible not
only in the status of Eastern Europe as noncoincident with Europe.
This line has also been subject to persistent acts of translation—acts
that expose it the more they attempt to erase it. The legacy of Western
European empire, then, is not merely a matter of the past that might
make itself known in certain discursive aftereffects. It constitutes,
rather, the very ground on which Eastern Europe’s accession to Europe
proceeds. Responding to the imperative to position oneself with respect
to the imperial legacy, to be able to speak for it and respond to it, is a
condition of finally acceding to the European “we.”

AMBIVALENT IDENTIFICATIONS

The acts of cultural translation that respond to this imperative have
been aimed at assuming the language of postimperial Europe. If there
is such a thing as a language of contemporary Europe, one that con-
solidates the deictic “we” of the (Western) European community, this
language may be called postimperial in two senses: it is inextricably
informed by, and carries the traces of, colonial histories and discourses;
and, at the same time, it consigns those traces to the past by claiming
to have overcome that past. The cultural boundary between “Europe”
and its Eastern not-quite-European other—the denial and deferral of
Europeanness—is predicated, precisely, on the possibility of assuming
an authentic position of enunciation and the possibility of its failure.

How, then, is it possible to come to share this language—when one
does not already, or does not fully? How can one tell who is its rightful,
native speaker and who an intruder? What kind of historical amnesia
does learning it entail? Does it require, finally, identifying with impe-
rial history as a European experience—and is identification, in any
case, enough?

With some effort, these questions become discernible in a 2006 col-
lection of lectures, entitled The Other, delivered by Ryszard Kapuscinski
to public intellectuals and academics in Austria and Poland between
1990 and 2004. They are based on his experience as a foreign cor-
respondent for the Polish Press Agency, when he was often the only
journalist from Eastern Europe covering decolonization struggles and
dictatorial regimes in Africa, as well as civil wars, coups, and revolu-
tions in Latin America, Asia, and former Soviet republics.?’> Compared
to Kapuscinski’s numerous and celebrated books, with their expansive
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and reflective style of journalism, the short lectures in The Other are
notably more placid and abstract. They stand in marked contrast, espe-
cially, to his reflections collected in The Shadow of the Sun, published
around the same time as The Other but rooted more directly in his
earlier travels in Africa throughout the 1960s and 1970s.

Focused on a long-historical view rather than on concrete experi-
ences, the lectures endeavor to articulate a distinctly European sense of
otherness—both as a historical legacy and as a kind of ethical compass
for a globalizing present. This long view produces a strangely generic
account, nearly indistinguishable from what may be expected from a
perspective entirely internal to Europe—with avowal of responsibility
going hand in hand with self-celebration. Kapusciniski’s “Other” is a
figure of religious, cultural, and racial difference that originates out-
side Europe and can come to inhabit it only as an economic migrant
or a political exile. “I use this word [“the Other”] primarily to distin-
guish Europeans, people of the West, whites, from those I’'m calling the
Others—that is, non-Europeans, non-whites,”?¢ he tells his Viennese
audience at the Institute for Human Sciences and there is, here, only
one Europe. He goes on to establish the reciprocal character of other-
ness, to remind his audience that Europeans are also “other” to their
“Others”; the direct proportionality between otherness and geographic
distance; and the fact that otherness has long been the central preoc-
cupation of most cultures, as evidenced by the world’s literatures.

Europe, nonetheless, is exceptional: it alone displays “a curiosity
about the world and the wish not only to control and dominate it, but
also to know it.”?” Here as in many moments in The Other, “Europe”
spoken of in the third person will, as a matter of course and without
remark, shift into a univocal first-person plural as Kapuscinski speaks
of “our relations with other inhabitants of the planet” and “our ethi-
cal dilemma.” The encounter with the cultural and racial Other is “the
real challenge of our time,” a time after decolonization.?® As an inhab-
itant of this side of the Europe-Other divide, Kapuscinski must adopt
its diction.

The univocal “we” comes into explicit focus only once, when
Kapus$cinski notes the need to rethink its equation with Europe as the
universal, and the sole, subject of history. In the past, he writes, “in
saying ‘we,” we understood—*‘we, all people,’ though in reality we only
meant us, the Europeans. . . . Nowadays, however, we are irrevocably
entering into an era when the unambiguous equation ‘we = Europeans’
as a synonym for all the people in the world is being questioned by
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ongoing historical changes.”? But this remark induces vertigo. Even
if, all along, Kapuscinski’s assumption of a single European “we”
appeared believable in the first place (an appearance that will not
withstand a confrontation with The Shadow of the Sun), the comment
is perplexing. In the past, there was one “we,” and now it must be
replaced by another, more inclusive “we”—and yet it is the old “we,” a
continuous subject, who is undergoing this profound change. If nowa-
days we (unmarked and without scare quotes) are entering a new era, is
this the same we that must be abandoned for the sake of this new era?
The “we” cannot be sustained; it is impossible to speak in the name
of a world community if one also wants to speak from within Europe.
The syntax of Kapuscinski’s utterance cannot enact, reflect, or imagine
the very ethical and political vision it proffers. There is not yet a gram-
mar of a world-historical community.

It is much more difficult to discern, from Kapuscinski’s effortless
adoption of the European we, that this kind of subject does not exist
either. There is no collectivity that might encompass both the West
and the East of Europe, whether in terms of historical memory or
in relation to the non-European world. The smooth progression of
“Europeans, people of the West, whites” that makes each term a syn-
onym for the others is upheld only by Kapuscinski’s unmistakably
Eurocentric rhetoric—that is, by his adoption of the postimperial
discourse of Western Europe’s self-identification, a discourse that
places openness to others and Europe’s purportedly unique capac-
ity for self-critique as its core values. By sleight of rhetoric as much
as by reference to Polish-born thinkers of otherness—Bronistaw
Malinowski, Joseph Conrad, and Joézef Tischner—he inscribes
Poland and the rest of Eastern Europe into Europe, as if they had
always shared the same relation to imperial histories and the same
burden of responsibility for their violence all along. It is impossible
to decide whether Kapuscinski, speaking as a European, does so as
a matter of strategy—in order to perform, or even inaugurate, a uni-
fied European subject that is in fact still far from accomplished—or
if the very topic of his lectures, “the Other,” merely invokes a pre-
determined cartography of cultural and racial difference. But it is
significant that, in order to speak as a European he must assume
Europe’s postimperial speech, its contemporary benevolence and
self-awareness along with its barely avowed memory of imperial
violence. There is no space, within this speech, to account for the
imperial divide that runs within Europe.
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To claim Europeanness, it appears, Kapuscinski must also forget
his own insights articulated in The Shadow of the Sun—a collection
of essays based on notes from his work in decolonizing areas of Africa.
Although the book is published in 1998—around the same time as
some of the lectures in The Other have already been delivered while
others are yet to be drafted—it spans about forty years of his engage-
ment with the continent. Even as each chapter points to a concrete time
and location, moreover, later impressions and afterthoughts inflect
the vignette-like accounts, so that it is difficult to construct an exact
chronology of memories and reflections. The Shadow of the Sun, then,
coincides with The Other even as it is also from an earlier time.

One chapter in The Shadow of the Sun in particular, entitled “I, a
White Man,” elaborates something that goes missing in The Other:
the sense of his own difference from Western Europeans, based on the
impossibility of identifying with the white colonizers and the equally
marked impossibility of refusing that identity. Kapuscinski reflects on
his own encounter with the apartheid system, in which “everyone,
depending on the color of his skin, had his assigned role and prescribed
place,” and which he saw extending beyond South Africa into every
colonial state.?* If in Poland, moreover, he had never thought about his
own skin color, in Africa “it was becoming the most important deter-
minant of my identity.” This realization, still commonplace, is followed
by a reflection on the kind of responsibility this entails—ot¢ the benev-
olent sense of responsibility to be open to “the Other,” as the lectures in
The Other suggest is characteristic of “Europe,” but something closer
to culpability—a more direct responsibility for colonial violence, whose
effects he witnesses everywhere: “The white man. White, therefore a
colonialist, a pillager, an occupier. I subjugated Africa, conquered Tan-
ganyika, put to the sword the entire tribe of the man just now standing
before me, the tribe of his ancestors. I made him an orphan. . .. Yes,
when he looks at me, this is exactly what he must be thinking: the
white man, the one who took everything from me, who beat my grand-
father on his back, who raped my mother. Here he is before me, let
me take a good look at him!”3! In this scene, the accusation is imagi-
nary; in the onlooker’s demeanor there is no threat of reprisal. The
syllogistic succession of statements—I am a white man; the white man
is a pillager; therefore I am a pillager—establishes his guilt beyond
a doubt. This silent confrontation, contained in the look, echoes the
well-known scene in Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks when a
white child’s exclamation “Look, a Negro!” makes him “discover [his]
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blackness.”?? But if, for Fanon, the other’s, the white onlooker’s, per-
spective is announced in the child’s scream, for Kapuscinski the racial
objectification takes place through a silent gaze. This gaze, moreover,
does not establish his whiteness in distinction from the onlooker’s own
blackness—this line is already drawn by the colonial apartheid sys-
tem itself, before any encounter needs to take place. Rather, the silent
gaze fixes Kapuscinski’s whiteness by aligning him—without a doubt
but also without confirmation—with other whites. The moment his
skin color becomes significant also marks the moment of Kapusciniski’s
inscription into the colonial context. He knows that whiteness, which
also entails the impossibility of disavowing one’s own whiteness, is a
product of this context.

Indeed, the very choice to acknowledge his own culpability—a
choice available to white Westerners—is not available to him:

Slavery, colonialism, five hundred years of injustice—after all, it’s
the white men’s doing. The white men’s. Therefore mine. Mine?

I was not able to conjure within myself the cleansing, liberating
emotion—guilt; to show contrition; to apologize. On the contrary!
From the start, I tried to counterattack: “You were colonized? We,
Poles, were also! For one hundred and thirty years we were the
colony of three foreign powers. White ones, too.” They laughed,
tapped their foreheads, walked away. . . . I knew that despite my
inner certainty about my innocence, to them I was guilty. . . . They
could regard me from a position of superiority. . . . I stood among
them weak, with nothing more to say.”

Thus he inherits the history of colonial violence without inheriting it. It
is not his inheritance, yet he cannot refuse it. This is how, in the context
of a decolonizing Africa, he becomes European: he is unbelievable as
anything other than a white man. Yet even if he cannot objectively and
definitely establish his difference from the white Westerners, the point
in the passage is, precisely, to mark both that difference and the false
inheritance of colonial responsibility.

But in 2004, when he is speaking to his Viennese audience, both
the violent colonial history that he found to be inherent in whiteness
and the conflict involved in his own impossible identification as white
disappear from view. “Thanks to them,” he says, meaning Africans, “I
discovered the color of my skin, to which I would have not given any
thought before.” The mediation of the apartheid system of colonial
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governance, so crucial to his becoming white in The Shadow of the
Sun, is erased in favor of a simple self-other confrontation, now devoid
of any traces of colonial violence that gave meaning to that encounter
in the first place. It is simply a beneficial self-awareness that he owes to
black Africans. Kapuscinski goes on to say: “The Others shed a new
light on my own history. Hearing about Nazi concentration camps and
Soviet gulags, they were surprised that a white man is so cruel toward
another white man.”?* In The Shadow of the Sun it was the unwanted
inheritance of imperial history—avowedly not his own—that made
his whiteness significant and brought a new, and conflicted, historical
consciousness. Here, he turns away from Europe’s overseas imperial
expansion to a more proximate history that, as an Eastern European,
he truly can call his own. He converts what in Africa was a sense of
postcolonial shame inherent in whiteness into a shame for Europe’s
internal history, where whiteness is merely an outsider’s neutral percep-
tion of its inhabitants’ similarity with each other.

It is in light of this apparent forgetting of his own epiphany that
Kapus$cinski’s unremarkably Eurocentric statements in The Other
become remarkable. But here, even the word forgetting conceals
divergent historical memories that constitute the dividing line within
Europe. For when a Western European and an Eastern European speak
the language of postimperial Europe they are not forgetting the same
thing. In the case of the former, the history of imperial violence that
underlies Europe’s encounters with and discourse about “Others” must
be minimized if the belief in Europe’s essential respect for others is to
remain intact. Rodolphe Gasché acknowledges that the strictly philo-
sophical idea of Europe would not withstand a confrontation with his-
tory, even if only to defend it: “Though this feature is not ubiquitously
manifest in Europe—indeed many occasions could be cited as evidence
of violence against it—it is this very demand . . . of relating in a nega-
tive fashion to oneself and the ensuing openness to all others that is
constitutive of a European ‘identity.””* What must be forgotten here
are the exceptions that, if fully accounted for, would make it impos-
sible for Europe to continue to identify itself in such terms. For an East-
ern European adopting this discourse of European self-identification,
in contrast, what must be forgotten is his own noncoincidence with, or
his own not sharing in, this disavowed history. To erase his own dif-
ference, Kapus$cinski must forget the history that is not his to forget to
begin with because it doesn’t belong to him and doesn’t include him.3¢
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Kapuscinski’s seamless assumption of Europe’s deictic “we” in The
Other may be seen, finally, as an attempt to offer a workable model of
tolerance for all of Europe facing twenty-first century’s challenges. His
capacity to invoke this model, moreover, might serve not only to assert
and enact an enlarged European community as an accomplished fact.
It may also be seen to operate in the context of the larger transition
narrative according to which, after 1989, Eastern Europe is joining
the West by slowly learning to adopt its norms. This transition has
been marked by the appearance in public discourse of new, untranslat-
able, mostly English words: gender, sexuality, otherness. The effort-
ful, fraught adoption of these terms—and the resistance they have met
in both scholarly and popular discourses—shows the divide between
Western and Eastern Europe to be crucially concerned with their self-
positioning with respect to “difference.”

This is particularly important because, as part of its enduring dis-
cursive construction as a discrete region, Eastern Europe has been char-
acterized as a site of ancient, communal violence directed at “internal”
others and, at the same time, as a relative newcomer to confrontation
with “external” others. It is precisely of this very construction that
Neal Ascherson avails himself when he writes, in the introduction to
the English translation of Ten Inny, that Kapuscinski’s “awareness of
shocking events in his own country gave his reporting of communal
hatreds and fear in Africa a special edge.”” The commonly evoked
notion that the period of socialism effected a temporary repression of
such tendencies—at the same time as it sealed the region from the rest
of the world and insulated it from late twentieth-century demographic
shifts—fits the framing of the collapse of the socialist regimes in terms
of a sudden awakening, both to dormant violent propensities and to
a globalizing world. As Wendy Brown writes in Regulating Aversion,
“within contemporary civilizational discourse, the liberal individual is
uniquely identified with the capacity for tolerance and tolerance itself
is identified with civilization.”3® Because tolerance as such becomes a
mark of cultural difference, one is either tolerant and thus included
within the orbit of Western culture, or intolerant and outside this orbit.

It is within this transition narrative that, even as Eastern Europe
is still an object of tolerance, it is also called on to become its sub-
ject—with the latter a condition of overcoming its own difference from
Europe. In light of this, Kapuscinski’s capacity to speak in the name of
a European “we”—precisely on the topic of tolerance and respect for
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others—gains additional significance: it participates in this historicist
development narrative at the same time as it signals achieved progress.

AFFECTIVE INSCRIPTIONS

Full integration into Europe, then, is a matter of mastering and con-
vincingly inhabiting a certain lexicon of respect for others, along with
the historical, cultural, and—least avowedly—racial identity it implies.
As Kapuscinski’s The Other shows, whiteness—not as a neutral aspect
of identity but as a differential value and an imperative that first attains
its significance in the colonial context—goes missing from Europe’s
account of itself as exceptionally open to “others” and uniquely capable
of self-reflection. It disappears from view especially in Europe’s post-
imperial speech, which disavows its reliance on the memory of empire
by claiming to have overcome it.

In an assessment of the intersection of whiteness studies with
postcolonial theory, Alfred Lopez points out that the questions least
addressed in that intersection concern what happens to whiteness after
empire and how whiteness continues to operate as a value in postco-
lonial societies. This chapter, in part, has asked another question that
falls out of their purview, one concerned with the operation of white-
ness in European societies that do not share Western Europe’s imperial
history. As is evident in Kapuscinski’s remarkable forgetting of the fact
of his own difference from Western European colonizers, the assump-
tion of a univocal European “we” also entails a tacit assumption of
a racial identity that, in The Shadow of the Sun, he wished but was
unable to refuse. If whiteness as a value is disavowed in postimperial
Europe, this instance of cultural translation must disavow it as well in
order to succeed.

But the linear narrative of progress, according to which Eastern
Europeans are now becoming European by assuming the language of
postimperial Europe, is troubled by a certain stasis, a nonprogression.
Not only does the aspiration to Europeanness transcend the histori-
cal moment of formal accession to the European Union—which shows
how distinct the two processes are from each other—but, more cru-
cially, earlier attempts at such translation also point to whiteness and
to colonial histories and discourses as central aspects of Europeanness.
Henryk Sienkiewicz’s 1911 novel In Desert and Wilderness will show
that, at the beginning of the twentieth century, becoming European
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also meant finding a way to position oneself with respect to those his-
tories and discourses—preferably from within them.

Set in the context of anticolonial insurrection in Sudan during the
1880s, the novel is arguably the most canonical of the few existing rep-
resentations of Western colonialism in either Polish or Eastern Euro-
pean literature. It is a story of Sta$, a fourteen-year-old Polish boy,
and Nel, an eight-year-old English girl, kidnapped by Mahdist rebels
in Egypt. Taken to Sudan by their captors, the children escape and
wander through East Africa. They are finally rescued by two British
gentlemen and reunited with their fathers, but only after Sta$ proves
his resourcefulness worthy of a Boy Scout. The novel comes late in
the career of the Nobel Prize-winning Sienkiewicz, whose work has
exerted an extraordinary influence on the Polish national imagina-
tion. Produced at a time when Poland had not existed on a map for
more than a century, Sienkiewicz’s life’s work delineates its contours
both geographically and historically and outlines the Polish national
character.

For Witold Gombrowicz, Sienkiewicz’s significance is that he cre-
ated an irresistible aesthetic in which the Polish nation acquired a lus-
trous glow of coherence—as if by a sleight of hand through which “a
certain style determines the emotional range of a nation.” As he writes:
“In order to understand our secret affair (for it is compromising) with
Sienkiewicz, it is necessary to touch on a slippery issue, namely, the
problem of ‘producing beauty.’. .. The weaker and more threatened
a nation is, the more painfully it feels the need for beauty, which is
a challenge to the world: look at me, don’t persecute me, love me!”
While this permanent mode of self-defense on the part of his belea-
guered nation explains Sienkiewicz’s enduring popularity, In Desert
and Wilderness has a complicated place alongside Sienkewicz’s other
works. Like them, it imbues the Polish characters with virtues rooted
in patriotism and Christian faith. Sta$’s father, an engineer working on
the Suez Canal, was sent to Siberia after the 1863 failed Polish upris-
ing against czarist Russia. Sta$ himself considers Polish to be the most
beautiful of languages and, in all his actions, strives to earn praise for
behaving like a “true Pole.” On this level, then, the novel fits perfectly
into Sienkiewicz’s literary oeuvre as a whole.

What is distinct about Iz Desert and Wilderness, however, is that it
places the question of Polish national identity in the African colonial
context.This novel reveals that Poland, although outside the Western
European imperial project, also had something to gain from colonial
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discourses. Were it not for the novel’s earnest patriotism and its pro-
found didactic effect on both children and students concerning Polish
virtues, it might be read as an excellent parody of Western colonizers’
self-aggrandizing discourse. The narrative is replete with stereotypes of
native Africans, and examples are as abundant as they are predictable.
Fatma, the wife of a Mahdist rebel, has “superbly beautiful, although
savage and . . . menacing, eyes,” and “She lies like they can lie only in
the East.” We learn that “in Egypt, both Arabs and Bedouins scream
at every occasion as if they were about to murder each other.”*! Besides
such quasi-ethnographic details, the novel is full of observations about
African landscapes, which recall paradise, and about the continent’s
political devastation that has turned it into a land of murder and dis-
ease. But the colonizer’s dominant vision does not operate only through
such observations. The very setting of the novel places Stas, Nel, and
their fathers clearly on the side of beneficiaries, if not quite agents, of
colonial violence: Mr. Rawlison is richer than all the Sudanese taken
together, and Mr. Tarkowski lives next door in a more modest but still
comfortable house. The colonizer’s perspective, moreover, is often dis-
guised in the unspoiled, innocent gaze of children oblivious to grand
imperial projects—or, conversely, of children whose lives are so embed-
ded in these projects that they cannot imagine a different way of seeing.
Whether it’s innocence or thorough complicity, the effect is to natural-
ize the colonizer’s worldview.

As if to buttress the children’s effortless charm with a reasoned
argument, a discussion in the beginning of the novel about Britain’s
civilizing role schools the reader in a colonial rationale. Mr. Rawlison
patiently explains to Sta$ that “the Egyptian government . . . restored
[freedom] to millions of people. . .. England, which, as you know,
chases after slave traders all over the world, agreed that Egypt take
Darfur and Sudan, because it was the only way of forcing [slave trad-
ers] to give up this atrocious trade. . . . Unhappy blacks breathed with
relief . . . and people began to live under some sort of rule of law.”*
Moreover, Rawlison proclaims, “England is patient because it is eter-
nal.” England is eternal by virtue of having the last word, claiming the
right to fix reality first within the stereotype, then within a universal
form of social organization. It is not merely imperial: divine nature
is reflected in the language it speaks. The figures of speech it uses,
as Edward Said has written, “are all declarative and self-evident; the
tense they employ is the timeless eternal; they convey an impression of
repetition and strength.” This confidence is reaffirmed at the end of
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the novel, when Captain Glen, one of the children’s rescuers, declares:
“The whole edifice erected by Mahdi must sooner or later fall.”** When
Sta$ asks what will be after that, Glen answers, “England”—thus echo-
ing Mr. Rawlison’s conviction that England is eternal, that it will out-
last strife and rebellion.

But strife, impermanence, and uncertainty regarding the future—
as well as an obstinate persistence within the immaterial sphere of
individual consciences—do characterize Poland at the time. As if in
response to his conversation with Captain Glen, Sta$ steals away to
carve something into a rock. “Jeszcze Polska . . .”—the initial words
of Poland’s national anthem that asserts, “Poland has not perished yet
while we are still living”—are the trace he wants to leave. Poland is not
eternal because it is not England, because it does not command armies
or whole nations—and to say that it has not yet perished is to admit
that it might. Yet Poland is eternal because its spirit lives, because its
idea has survived more than a century of statelessness. The Britons are
“surprised that the boy didn’t think of putting his own name on this
African rock. But he preferred to carve what he carved.”® This highly
personal, solemn moment marks a rare point of difference from the
Westerners, who don’t understand his quaint patriotism. Unlike they
who expect only victory, he appears to be devoted to a lost cause, a
specter.

Perhaps it is this spectral Poland rather than a straightforward
desire to serve England’s brand of civilization that prompts Sta$ to
fulfill the colonizer’s mandate so enthusiastically. The British civiliz-
ing mission turns out to coincide with Sta¢’s innately upright char-
acter and Christian faith, so that—rather than merely imitating the
colonizer—he acts of his own accord in the name of honor and God.
By claiming Christian and “Western” values to be his own by virtue
of his Polish identity, he claims a status equal to the British in the
racial hierarchy of humankind. When faced by Mahdi’s demand that
he convert to Islam, he takes a stand in defense of his faith that is at
the same time a defense of both Polishness and Western civilization.
Having refused at the risk of death, “the boy, a faithful descendant of
the defenders of Christianity, the just blood of the victors from Cho-
cim and Vienna, stood with his head high, awaiting the verdict.”*¢
Chocim and Vienna point to Poland’s victories over Oriental-Islamic
threats to Europe in the seventeenth century that saved all of Europe
from a tide of invasions from the East. Recalling this unacknowl-
edged debt that Europe owes Poland not only places Stas on an equal
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plane with the present-day civilizers of Africa but endows him with a
sense of mission of his own.

The novel does not represent a direct relation between Poles and
Africans, because their relation is already mediated by British colonial
rule. Once free from captivity, Sta$ takes on the work of instilling order
and Christian values. Baptizing Mea and Kali, the young black Afri-
cans who travel with the children, is the first successful project, even if
the two Africans “understood the teachings in their own way, specific
to blacks. . .. Slowly, what their heads could not comprehend, their
warm hearts embraced. . . . Mea felt somewhat disappointed, because
in her naivete she thought that her skin would whiten immediately, and
she was astonished to see that she remained as black as before. But Nel
[assured] her that now she had a white soul.” It is not Sta$ but Mea
and Kali themselves who affirm the value of whiteness. The motif of a
white soul beneath a black skin returns when Kali manages with the
help of Sta$ to find his tribe. “The Wa-hima have black brains, but your
brain should be white,” Sta$ instructs the newly restored tribal prince
in good governance. “They are like jackals and hyenas—turn them into
human beings.”*® When Kali gains Sta$’s approval for his efforts to rid
his tribe of superstition, the young king exclaims in a characteristically
broken syntax: “Kali now have white brain!™*

This is one way, then, in which white superiority is effortlessly
claimed: black Africans themselves attest to it. It is also constantly rein-
forced through the contrast with stereotyped natives—whether vilified
Arabs or infantilized blacks. This elaboration of whiteness as naturally
desirable because allied with civilization—in a novel that, for the Pol-
ish reader, is part of Sienkiewicz’s greater project of delineating the
Polish national character and place in history—serves to establish Stas
as a white man. Thus, in addition to stressing Polish character traits—
something Sienkiewicz’s other novels already do—the colonial setting
of In Desert and Wilderness aligns Polishness with whiteness beyond
a doubt. As if to prove this true, a dying Swiss geographer whom the
children encounter at one point exclaims in delirium: “A white boy! 'm
seeing a white man again! Welcome, whoever you are. . . . It’s good to
see a European face.”**

In Africa, Poles are no longer Eastern Europeans, no longer citi-
zens of a nonexistent state or political exiles condemned to nomadic
existence, but white and simply European. The colonial context erases
the difference that exists only within Europe. Whiteness, a sign of
oppression and imperial dominance for the colonized, here becomes a
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liberatory signifier.’! If Achille Mbembe is right to say that “Africa as
an idea, a concept, has historically served . . . as a polemical argument
for the West’s desperate desire to assert its difference from the rest of
the world,” then a Polish author’s similar use of Africa as mere back-
ground folds Poland into the West—by sharing in Western colonial
modes of self-definition, in its discursive tactics of differentiation.’?

At the end, Stas emerges as a godlike figure—riding astride an ele-
phant, in possession of a stock of firearms, with Nel at his side like a
small deity. He appears that way almost unwittingly, through a happy
accident of flawed translation: it is the black Africans’ limited range of
practical wisdom that make them interpret the children as supernatu-
ral. Sta$ has not imposed anything on them, yet they not only accept
his rule but offer their servitude. This isn’t far from Sta§’s own self-
conception: as a white man, he is indeed superior, able to maneuver
Africa better than the natives. In an illusion of untroubled communica-
tion, the colonizer’s vision wins over native frames of reference without
resistance.

Whether Stas intends to act exactly like the British colonizer or
simply cannot help spreading good manners by virtue of being Polish,
however, the objective effects of his actions certainly resemble those of
the British. In addition to dominating the natives’ minds, Stas succeeds
in marking their geography. Visiting East Africa ten years later, this
time as a married couple, Stag and Nel see even more lasting effects of
their and their fathers’ benevolent influence. Looking with nostalgia
at the landscape they once traversed on foot and animals’ backs, they
see a landscape transformed by railways and canals. The plight of their
former friends has also improved. As predicted, Sudanese rebels have
been defeated and England has come to reign. The elephant they once
rescued lives under the care of local British authorities—as does Kali,
who “governs, under British protectorate, the entire land south of Lake
Rudolph, and brought missionaries to spread Christianity among local
savage tribes.”’3 The mission to protect Africa from ivory hunters and
slave traders has been fulfilled.

As Mbembe writes, “Africa is the mediation that enables the West
to accede to its own subconscious and give a public account of its sub-
jectivity.”>* When Stas is still struggling to find his way out of the “wil-
derness,” he has a fantasy, inextricable from the colonial context, that
gives such a public account: “The thought entered his mind whether it
wouldn’t be good to come back here some day, conquer a huge piece
of land, civilize black tribes, establish a new Poland in these parts or
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even to return, at the helm of well-trained black warriors, to the old
one. But . . . he felt that there was something comical in this thought,
and . . . doubted whether his father would let him play an Alexander
the Great in Africa. . .. Nel would surely be the only person in the
world to applaud him.”> This is the only explicit thought of following
in the colonizers’ footsteps for the sake of power as such, rather than
for the sake of justice, Christianity, or liberation from slavery. Yet the
fantasy is immediately banished, laughed away, and this disavowal is
as important as the fantasy itself. To cross the line from being a benefi-
ciary of colonial violence to being its conscious agent would mean, for
Sta$, to return to Africa to do everything he has already done—only
the second time, to do it with full intention, no longer being able to
claim innocence. What as a wanderer he did out of sincere Christian
impulse that just happened to coincide with his Polish character, as a
conqueror he might repeat out of the impulse to imitate the British. The
fantasy must be banished: Poland never did colonize, and it mustn’t be
allowed to do so even in a child’s daydream. At the same time as the
fantasy is dismissed, it serves as a disavowal of Poland’s complicity in
imperial projects of the West. The identification with white colonizers,
which Sienkiewicz so laboriously traces throughout the novel, breaks
down to reassert a difference after all.

In this novel, a complicity with colonial discourses that claims to
be detached from complicity with colonial violence fits well within the
psychic economy of Poland’s national liberation. Sienkiewicz’s aes-
thetic appeal is directly linked to fantasy—which, as Jacqueline Rose
has observed, is not “antagonistic to social reality; it is its precondition
or psychic glue.”® Tt is also fantasy that constitutes the pleasure of
reading Sienkiewicz’s novels: he pleases because he fills a need. In Des-
ert and Wilderness, then, may be read as an attempt to resolve Poland’s
marginal status through imaginative participation in Western colonial
ventures. Apparently detached from imperial pursuits, the novel has
played a vital role in the nation’s psychic economy, and it is still widely
read by schoolchildren in Poland as well as abroad. What Homi Bhabha
calls “the primal moment when the child encounters racial and cultural
stereotypes in children’s fictions, where white heroes and black demons
are proffered as points of ideological psychical identification,” remains
disavowed here:*” the African background is seen as gratuitous, a fairy-
tale setting for an excellent story about good and evil that is seen not
to have any relation to Polish history, and the colonial past is seen as
merely colorful and exotic.’®
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As Sta$ inscribes the Polish anthem into the rock, and as he fanta-
sizes about transplanting Poland onto African soil, Sienkiewicz’s novel
as a whole inscribes Poland into Western Europe’s universal values
by producing affective investment in whiteness as a mark of Western
civilization. These multiple inscriptions mark a complicated, overde-
termined relation to, and position within, histories of global empire.
At the same time as they mark a difference from the British colonizer,
they also authorize Poles to imagine themselves as fully European. Yet
in the present moment a novel such as In Desert and Wilderness—thus
far received as an artifact solely of national culture, testifying to Polish
virtue and to its national spirit—must be retranslated in its turn. “If we
cease seeing a teacher and master in him,” Gombrowicz urged in 1956,
“if we understand that this is our intimate dreamer, the shameful teller
of dreams, then his books will . . . lead us into the murky dark recesses
of our personality. If we treated Sienkiewicz’s writing . . . as an outlet
for our instincts, desires, secret aspirations, we would see truths in him
about ourselves that would perhaps make our hair stand on end.””
Will the colonial “background” remain so neutral and external to Pol-
ish national history? And, if not, from what perspective can it become
newly legible: from the perspective of postimperial Europe, in which it
is possible to describe the passing of empire as a loss, or, alternately,
from the postcolonial perspective? In Desert and Wilderness is a trace
of colonial history embedded in the core of a European nation that does
not share in this history directly. Rereadings of such traces taking place
within the present postimperial discursive environment are reported,
by turns, to occasion moments of revelation, to elicit resistance, to pro-
voke outrage. It is no longer certain, for example, whether Slovenian,
Latvian, or Polish children’s poems that feature exotic characters